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Let our resident legal expert fight your fight 





Roger Gann 
campaign @pcplus.co.uk 


After first qualifying as a solicitor, 
Roger Gann got suckered in to 
the dark world of computer 
journalism, and is now combining 
both these skills for your delight 





Roger Gann tackles consumer issues from the front line, often 


taking care of issues on behalf of dissatisfied customers 


Dixons in the dock 
Reader Malvin Wall thought he was 
doing the right thing when he took out 
an extended Mastercare warranty when 
he bought his Sharp PC-GP1516 Laptop 
PC at Dixons. But when things went 
wrong, he found dealing with 
Mastercare almost impossible. 
Frustrated, he turned to Campaign. 

"This is an ongoing issue and out of 
total despair, | turn to you to see if you 
can help me out. First, | should explain 
my personal situation. | suffer from a 
serious disability and therefore have to 
take some very powerful painkillers. I've 
always been a keen computer 
enthusiast before my disability started 
to be so debilitating. As such, the 
computer is my way of escaping the 
daily suffering from my disability. 

"| can only walk very sort distances. 
In fact, | can't walk to my local shops, 
as it causes too much pain, so all 
weekly shopping Is done online at 
Iceland and Tesco. My computer Is a 
necessity for myself, and not having 
my computer is like losing a limb. 

“Allow me to explain about my 
problems with my Sharp laptop from 
Dixons/Mastercare, which was 
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purchased on 13 May 2003 with an 
extended warranty. My computer is 
going back in to repair with Mastercare 
every few days. For example, on 6 July, 
the CD-RW/DVD Combo drive just 
Stopped reading discs. | was told that it 
was due to a fault with the resistor. On 
17 August, the hard drive just dies on 
me. On 7 October, the inverter for the 
screen fails. Come the 20 October, 
within one hour of getting it back, the 
inverter for screen, and main board, 
fails. What should | do?” 


Clearly, this had been 
going on for some time, as Malvin 
sent me a 5MB zip file of email 
correspondence (think how big that 
became when unzipped). | passed it 
all on to Dixons public relations 
department and, within a matter of 
days, Malvin had a result. 

Mastercare had decided to write 
off the laptop and refund Malvin the 
£1,000 he had paid, plus the 
remainder of the ‘Coverplan’ 
warranty. Sadly, it wasn't a cash 
refund but sales vouchers that can 
only be redeemed at DSG stores. 
Still, Malvin was happy and relieved 
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Your opinions count 


If you have a gripe with a company, 
a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 


at this outcome, as he confessed that 
he had been getting nowhere with 
Mastercare when “all of sudden” a 
refund appeared! 

I contacted Malvin to check that all 
was well and I'm sorry to say that 
things had not gone as smoothly as 
he'd hoped. He went back to Dixons 
and used his voucher to buy an 
Advent T9102 desktop PC instead of a 
laptop. He found the sales staff 
woefully ignorant of the specification 
of the PC they were selling him. 
Malvin provided a list of features they 
were unaware of: dual CPUs (3.4GHz 
x2), dual-layer DVD+RW, Wi-Fi 802.11¢, 
TV card and Ethernet port. To be fair, 
they did try phoning head office, but 
they didn't know either! The icing on 
the cake was forgetting to tell Malvin 
that the shop would be closed for 
refurbishment on the day he'd 
arranged to collect it. 


®© campaign@ pcplus.co.uk 
Fax a printed letter to 
Campaign - 01225 732295 
M] Send a printed letter to: 
Campaign, PC Plus, 
Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, 
Bath BA1 2BW 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Dell reprise 

A couple of issues ago, | recounted the 
tale of John Pym and his Dell PC. Dell 
technical support talked John through 
his problem and diagnosed that his 
motherboard had failed. However, much 
to John's shock and horror, buying a new 
Dell motherboard would cost a 
Staggering £350, when you can easily 
buy AIX motherboards for about £50. 
He declined the offer! 

John recently wrote back to me to 
give me an update on the saga of the 
worlds most expensive motherboard: 

“| managed to find a second-hand 
replacement for my Dell motherboard 
and gave it a try. Unfortunately, it made 
no difference at all. This left me a little 
confused to start with, but | applied 
some logic and realised that | hadnt 
tried changing the CPU. A few days later, 
| tried a borrowed CPU and my machine 
Started perfectly. My old CPU was tried in 
a friend’s PC and the BIOS objected 
Straight away. 

“Unfortunately, the problems didnt 
stop there. | tried to find out which CPUs 





were supported by my motherboard. Dell 
was unable to supply this information. In 


Even when you give in to the hard sell of DSG’s Mastercare Coverplan, you're not 
always going to be content with the levels of subsequent customer care. 
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It's important to be aware that Dell's after-sales customer care is often taken 
care of from the comfort and relative safety of India. 


fact, the support that was provided 
was worse than useless. The technical 
support department is in India and the 
people | spoke to had very little 
technical knowledge. | asked what 
were the core voltages on the 
motherboard, for the CPU. | was told 90 
to 130v. The voltage the CPU uses is 
actually 1.5v — | was trying to find out if 
it will support 1.525v and 1.530v CPUs. | 
wanted to be sure that my heatsink 
was suitable for the higher voltages. 
The ‘technical support’ department 
were reading from screens that 
contained no more information than is 
already available online. 

"| phoned again and asked to be 
put through to someone in the UK. I've 
spoken to the UK department before 
and I'm aware they do have some 
technical knowledge. The person on 
the switchboard refused to put me 
through to anyone in the UK and also 
refused to escalate the problem to her 
manager. When | asked for her full 
name, she hung up the phone. What 
this means is that Dell provides no 
actual technical support to the 
experienced PC user. 

"Dell PCs are quick and easy to 
change parts on. Buying a ‘standard’ 
motherboard and CPU is still cheaper 
than the Dell warranty option. | have no 
problem with Dell only providing service 
via the extended warranty, provided it 
makes it clear that they're non-standard 
parts. In the end, | decided to purchase 
an identical CPU from eBay and, for £44, 
my PC was fixed.” 


Warranty pressure 
Speaking of Dell extended warranties, | 
had a recent email from Simon Lartner, 
concerned at what he thought was 
sharp practice on the Dell website: “As 
a consumer, buying online from Dell is 
almost straightforward. Clicking on 
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‘Featured Systems’ and looking at 
pricing details is also easy enough. For 
example, a desktop PC might cost £649 
Click to ‘Customise & Buy’ and suddenly 
the price, for the same system, jumps 
up to £/41. The small print underneath 
reads: ‘For your added peace of mind, 
this system has been upgraded to 
include 3 Year Next Business Day 
service. Io change this, make an 
alternate Support Service selection 
below. (3 Year Next Business Day will 
not be included in the price displayed 
after clicking ‘Update Price’ if an 
alternate option is selected.) 

“Because the extended warranty is 
added automatically, the buyer has to 
make an active decision to deselect it 
from the options. It could be argued 
that a less savvy buyer could feel 
compelled to buy the longer, and more 
expensive, warranty. In my view, the 
way that Dell presents its customers 
with extended warranties is not entirely 
in keeping with Dells own high 
Standards of behaviour.” 


Roger replies: Simon points out 
that Dell professes to have high 
standards of ethical behaviour that 
go well beyond legal minimums, 
and avoids ‘even the appearance 
of impropriety’. He maintains that 
adding three-year warranties to the 
cost of systems advertised at a lower 
price in different windows of the 
website is, well, improper. It’s not 
often that we have to wrestle with 


“The motherboard was 
dead on arrival and 
wouldn't boot up ...” 


ethical conundrums, so | contacted 
my usual contact at Dell, Paula 
Warmer, for the official Dell reply. 


Paula Warmer replies: “At Dell, we 
start from the proposition that our 
extended warranties provide good 
value to customers. As a distance 
seller, we're not in a position, as are 
in-store retailers, to inform our 
customers face-to-face of what we 
believe constitutes good value, as it 
relates to services over the course of 
their ownership of our product. Our 
position on recommending particular 
extended warranties, which are made 
clear by colour-coding, and also in 
writing, is consistent with other 
product recommendations we make, 
and is entirely in line with our 
approach that allows and encourages 
the customer to choose what they 
want. Our customers should be aware 
of our recommendations, and we 
believe that our approach is a low- 
pressure way to bring these 





recommendations to their attention. 
As you're aware, our customers fully 
retain the ability to change the 
configurations and see in real-time 
the price change of their various 
options. In the context of the huge 
variety of choice and information of 
services we offer on the Dell web 
store, we continue to believe that our 
practice in this regard, as in all other 
cases, are in the best interests of our 
customers, and play an important 
part in our customers choosing to 
buy from Dell.” 


Roger continues: I'm not sure | buy 
that. When you buy a PC online from 
Dell, it doesn't automatically choose 
the best specified, most expensive PC 
for you by default, so | don't know 
why it should do this when it comes 
to selecting the kind of warranty you 
want. I’m not too enamoured with 
Dell myself at the moment. I recently 
ordered a £2,000 server from Dell 
and paid £50 to have it delivered. 
This is a lot for a simple carriage 
charge. I can think of several online 
retailers that don't charge for carriage 
on large orders. 


Their dabs on 

your money 

Nobody can criticise anti-fraud 
measures but, sometimes, innocent 
parties can come a cropper as a result 
of the system detecting a fraudulent 
pattern where a perfectly innocent one 
exists, as PC Plus reader John Ward 
found when he unwittingly bought two 
dud motherboards from dabs.com in 
quick succession ... 

"This is a long saga. On 4 January 
2004, | ordered a motherboard from 
dabs.com for £137 On 13 April 2004, | 
unpacked it for the first time and 
assembled a computer using the 
motherboard. The motherboard was 
dead on arrival and wouldn't boot up, 
not even allowing access to the BIOS. 
On 14 April 2004, | emailed details of 
the problem to dabs.com and they 
provided me with an RMA number and 
said I'd have to pay for the return 
carriage. In addition, they said it could 
take four to six weeks. The return 
carriage cost £11.” 


Roger replies: You normally wouldn't 
be liable to pay the return postage 
for defective goods, though your 
case is weakened by the fact that 
you didn't check the motherboard 
immediately, only three months later. 
As for a refund taking “four to six 
weeks,” this is nonsense. Dabs.com 
should be able to examine the goods 
on the spot and issue an immediate 
refund and not have to make the 
customer wait for it to be sent to the 
manufacturer. John continues: 

"On 15 April 2004, | wrote and told 


dabs.com that I'd ordered a new 
motherboard. | informed them that | 
was rejecting the goods under the Sale 
of Goods Act and asked for an 
immediate refund. On 16 April 2004, | 
posted the motherboard back to dabs. 
com and it was delivered on 19 April 
2004. On 16 April, dabs.com wrote 
saying it was not within Distance 
Selling Regulation time limits. On the 
same date, | wrote again explaining 
that | wasn't returning it under Distance 
Selling Regulations but under the Sale 
of Goods Act. On 18 June 2004, the 
same motherboard was returned to me 
with no explanation. Dabs.com agreed 
to collect the motherboard on 6 July 
which they duly did at their expense. 
I've still not received a refund, of £137 
plus the £11 for carriage.” 


Roger continues: To add insult to 
injury, John ordered a second 
motherboard on 15 April, priced at 
£152. The network port was faulty 
so John obtained an RMA from 
dabs.com and it was collected on 28 
April. On the 6 April, he received an 
email saying that a refund was 
issued to his credit card, but no 
refund actually materialised. This 
story then goes from the sublime to 
the ridiculous because, on 6 May, 
John ordered an identical 
replacement motherboard from 
dabs.com but the price had 
increased to £157 John continues: 


GOOD GUY OF THE MONTH 


Acronis 


"| eventually received a refund to my 
credit card of £152 on 24 June 2004. 
However, | believe they should have 
provided a replacement board at the 
original price of £152 and not £157 On 
30 June, | placed two orders for £173 
and £343. Without telling me, dabs.com 
cancelled both orders presumably 
because of the previous disputes. 
Notwithstanding that they had 
cancelled my order, they debited my 
credit card £173 on 1 July!” 


Louise Derbyshire at dabs.com 
replies: The original credit owed to Mr 
Ward was cancelled due to an isolated 
system error, not because 

of any delay in the relevant 
department. This is clearly regrettable 
and we apologise for any 
inconvenience caused. | can confirm 
that the credit was actioned on 2 
August 2004. The delay to the second 
credit, and the cancelled orders, are 
all related to our anti-fraud measures. 
To protect against credit card fraud, 
our system tracks unusual patterns of 
purchasing behaviour. As Mr Ward 
had placed four orders within a two- 
day period, our system had flagged 
Mr Ward's account as potential fraud. 
In this state, all transactions on the 
account, both debit and credits, are 
frozen until the status is resolved. The 
‘frozen’ status caused the delay to Mr 
Ward's second credit and suspended 
completion of his last four orders. In 
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You can satisfy most of your 
technology requirements at 
dabs.com, but be careful you 
don’t buy too much! 


this instance, it seems Mr Ward's 
orders were perfectly genuine and so 
we apologise for any inconvenience 
caused. Fraud is a particularly difficult 
challenge for retailers to manage, but 
in this specific case, we regrettably 
got it wrong.” 


So dabs.com puts its hands up to both 
errors. | fully understand the problems 
faced by retailers when dealing with 
card not present’ transactions but 
clearly, its anti-fraud algorithm needs 
some severe reworking. After all, good 
customers of dabs.com will soon get 
pretty ticked off if their transactions are 
refused simply because they buy too 
many items! PCP 


Not so many good guys this month, but one company stands out for taking customer care levels to new heights 


Peter Christy writes: “May | draw the attention of your readers to a company 
that has provided me with a level of service far beyond what has 
regrettably become the norm in the IT industry. | purchased a Tiny 
Mediabook AMD-64 powered laptop earlier this year. 

My intention was to install a 64-bit Linux system but, being aware that 
this was still in its infancy (particularly with regard to hardware drivers), | 
needed to be able to back up and restore partitions quickly in case of 
difficulties. To this end, | purchased a copy of Acronis True-image 7 


Although this software performed flawlessly on my main (32-bit) machine, it 
had serious 
difficulties when 
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faced with the Tiny 
Mediabook (it 
would boot into its 
initial menu, but 
then refuse to 


Offering good support 
and customer service, 
Acronis is a company 
worthy of applause. 





respond to either keyboard or mouse, effectively locking me out). Having 
not had the greatest of success on previous occasions when contacting 
software houses about hardware issues, | emailed Acronis more in hope 
than serious expectation! Io my amazement, | got a prompt and courteous 
reply from their support staff who, over the next couple of weeks, worked 
hard and long with me to try and rectify the position. While there’s no 
doubt that the laptop in question seems to have some very strange 
hardware issues, Acronis refused to give up, and eventually came up with a 
workaround that would enable me to use their software on my machine 
pending deeper investigation. 

"They've been in touch again to report that they've resolved the issue 
and to offer me a free upgrade. In the IT industry, this level of commitment 
to customer satisfaction is almost unheard of! Needless to say, I've now 
championed Acronis products to all of my friends and colleagues! Already, 
one has contacted me to say that the Acronis Partition Expert program had 
solved an issue for him that a much better known rival program was 
completely unable to deal with.” 


Roger replies: I've just installed True Image 8 and I confirm that it’s a 
great bit of software. It has to be one of the simplest disk imaging 
utilities I've ever come across. | was concerned by the fact that Acronis 
only offers free email support, but Peter’s experience has quelled my 
suspicions. If you like to tinker with your PC and wish you could travel 
back in time, £30 for True Image 8 is money well spent. E 
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Gary Marshall is a regular 
contributor to PC Plus and he’s 
wondering if the world has 
gone entirely DRM mad 
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Think you own your music collection? Gary Marshall discovers how 
Digital Rights Management could become a ticking time bomb 


magine a day when the music really does die: it’s been 

stressful and you feel you deserve a treat and head to 
your favourite record shop (maybe for a reissue of the 
Jeff Buckley album or even Britney Spears, you poor 
soul), but it’s boarded up; it looks like it’s gone bust. 
Damn, you think, and start heading home. It soon 
becomes apparent that every single CD you’ve bought 
from that record shop has stopped working, and your 
remaining CDs will only run on your old ‘HMV- 
compatible’ hi-fi you stored in the attic. 

Maybe it’s time to read the eBook you've barely 

opened in months, instead? Flicking to the first chapter, 


you find there’s only a little box in the centre of the 
page that reads: “Sorry, your licence has expired. To 
purchase an additional licence, please call 0870 ...” 
Perhaps a DVD, then? The latest Pacino movie 
should be good. After 10 minutes, though, you're 
banging the remote off the side of your head, and 
shouting at the TV as yet another advert tries to sell 
you toilet paper. Finally, the opening credits appear 
and the remote magically starts working again. 
Sounds too much like a Philip K Dick story, or just 
plain ridiculous? In fact, it’s an introduction to the 
world of Digital Rights Management: a world where 
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FURTHER READING 


Why Microsoft should 
dump DRM 
www.craphound.com/ 
msftdrm.txt 

Cory Doctorow's famous 
speech to Microsoft Research 
is a persuasive argument 
against DRM technology that's 
caused a storm of debate on 
the web. 


The DarkNet paper 
http://crypto.stanford.edu/ 
DRM2002/darknet5.doc 
Microsoft researchers’ study of 
peer-to-peer file sharing 
investigates the effectiveness 
(or otherwise) of DRM and 
other strategies, and comes to 
some very surprisingly ‘un- 
Microsoft’ conclusions. 


Creative Commons 
http://creativecommons.org/ 
The people behind Creative 
Commons believe existing 
copyright law is too inflexible, 
and that people should be free 
to share music, sample it and 
repackage it. The site explains 
the concept and provides links 
to lots of — legal — media. 


WHAT WORKS WITH WHAT 


DIGITAL RIGHTS MANAGEMENT 


the shop where you buy your 
music dictates the hardware you 
can hear it on; where your music 
collection disappears when the 
shop you bought it from does; 
where books have a ‘read-by date’ 
and where it’s illegal to skip the 
adverts on a DVD. Welcome to a 
world where the ‘play’ button 
might as well be renamed the 
‘pay-to-play’ button. 





DRM dangers 

The rationale behind DRM is 
simple: users should be able to 
play legally purchased media, but 
they shouldn't be able to stick it 
on the Internet and let others 
download it for free. No 
reasonable person would disagree 
but, unfortunately, DRM can also 
limit perfectly legitimate actions. 

The first drawback is 
compatibility. If you buy music 
from Napster, MyCokeMusic or 
some of the other UK music stores, 
the songs won't work on an iPod: this is because the 
stores use Microsofts DRM technology, which isn’t iPod- 
compatible. The reverse also applies: if you buy music 
from the iTunes Music Store, you can’t play it on a 
Creative player or on a Rio. Apple’s DRM means iTunes 
tracks work on iPods, but not on other manufacturers’ 
hardware. As a result, the hardware you use depends on 
where you want to buy your music from. If you want to 
use iTunes, you'll need an iPod, and if you want to use 
Napster, you'll need a Microsoft-compatible player. 

Your taste in music is a factor, too. If you like 
Radiohead, don’t buy an iPod. At the time of writing, there 
are no Radiohead tracks in the iTunes music store. You 
could always buy their CD album and rip them to MP3 
but, unfortunately, the most recent Radiohead album 
includes DRM technology that’s designed to prevent you 
from doing just that. Under UK law, it’s illegal to rip CDs 
to MP3s, so if you want your favourite artists’ tunes and 
don’t want to infringe copyright law, you'll need to choose 
your music hardware carefully. 
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Making sense of the legal music maze 


FairPlay 


It’s often reported that Apple’s DRM system 
is AAC, but that’s incorrect. AAC is the 


no interest in licensing Microsoft's 
technology, which means that protected 
Windows Media content can't be 
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music file format used by iPods and the 
iTunes Music Store, and FairPlay is the DRM 
system that protects each file. To date, 
Apple has not licensed its system to any 
other music hardware manufacturers and, 
as a result, FairPlay-protected files will only 
play on iPods and through iTunes music 
software — although Apple has teamed up 
with Motorola to offer an iTunes application 
on future mobile phones. 

The latest iteration of Microsoft's DRM is 
widely supported by manufacturers, 
including Creative and Rio, and it enables 
files from subscription services, such as 
Napster to be transferred to portable 
players. However, Apple has so far shown 


PCPlus 226 | February 2005 


transferred to an iPod. 


Helix 

RealNetworks’ Helix DRM system is a much 
smaller player than Windows Media or 
FairPlay, particularly in the UK. However, 
the system got a big boost this summer 
when RealNetworks released a software 
tool called Harmony, which enables PC 
users to transfer Helix-, FairPlay- or 
Windows Media-protected files to any 
music player — including iPods. Apple 
wasn't chuffed, and has warned that future 
iPod software updates are likely to undo 
Harmony’s efforts and prevent iPods from 
playing Harmony-tweaked tracks. 
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US DVDs are often cheaper and released earlier than UK ones, and it’s perfectly legal to 
import them. Unfortunately, it’s illegal to hack your DVD player so that you can watch them. 


Because of DRM incompatibility, your choice of 
platform is fixed. If you move from an iPod to a Creative 
player in a few years’ time, you won't be able to transfer 
your downloads unless you're willing to painstakingly 
burn each and every one to CD before importing it into 
your music player, and then convert it to the appropriate 
music format. This is assuming you have sufficient ‘burn 
credits’. Many legal downloads limit the number of times 
you can burn a track to CD, and if you exceed those limits 
then burning to CD is no longer an option. 

As the Electronic Frontier Foundation’s (www.eff. 
org) outreach coordinator, Cory Doctorow told Microsoft 
Research in a recent speech (see ‘Further reading’ for more 
information): “This is the worst of all the ideas embodied 
by DRM: that people who make record players should be 
able to specify whose records you can listen to, and that 
people who make records should have a veto over the 
design of record players.” 


Trust no one 
DRM is largely used to enforce licences. So, for example, 
in the case of Napster, its subscription service is a music 
rental rather than a music ownership service. If you 
unsubscribe, or Napster goes out of business, the next time 
you go online, your computer will be unable to authorise 
your songs and they'll stop working, To be fair, Napster 
makes no secret of this, as Napster’s communications 
director, Adam Howorth, explains: “the easiest way to get 
your head around our business model is to compare it to 
your mobile phone or satellite TV, where you pay a 
monthly premium ... if these providers went out of 
business, then you wouldn’t expect to be able to pay to 
continue using their services. The same principle applies 
to Napster.” However, it does mean that, as a subscriber, 
you'll never own music you ‘buy’, and you can never be 
sure if you'll still be able to access it in a few months’ time. 
DRM can also be used to enforce time limits. Sony’s 
Librie eBook reader shows this in action. The £200 
electronic book does a good job of replicating real-world 
paperbacks but, unlike normal books, your titles stop 
working after 60 days whether you've read them or not! 
The same DRM technology is available in music files, 
which enables newspapers to give away tracks from new 
albums that self-destruct after a certain number of plays. 
For the record industry, the temptation to time bomb all 
music, forcing everyone to repurchase their collection 
every few years, must be very hard to resist. 


DIGITAL RIGHTS MANAGEMENT 


That’s a rather cynical suggestion, but experience 
suggests that DRM is often abused. Take DVDs as an 
example: if you go on holiday to the US, there’s no law 
that says you can’t bring a few cheap DVDs home with 
you, but if you play a US disc in a UK player, it shouldn’t 
work. This is because of region coding, which designates 
the US as Region 1 and the UK as Region 2. A Region 1 
player will not play Region 2 discs, and vice versa. 


Turning consumers into criminals 

Region coding is ridiculously easy to bypass, but the way 
in which it’s been implemented means that, if you disable 
it, you also disable your DVD player’s copy protection 
system, which is an offence. In effect, the DRM that’s 
designed to prevent illegal copying also prevents you from 
doing something perfectly legal, and the law prevents you 
from hacking your player to exercise your consumer rights. 
Similarly, if you find a way to hack an iPod to play 
Napster downloads, you're bypassing a copy protection 
system and therefore breaking the law. As Cory Doctorow 
told us: “When we arrive at a period where the idea that I 
should be able to play a record I bought on any record 
player is considered criminal, and that anyone who 
supplies the tools that enable me to do that is abetting 
criminal behaviour, we're in deep trouble.” 

As Doctorow explained to Microsoft: “Anticirumvention 
[legislation] lets rights holders invent new and exciting 
copyrights for themselves - to write private laws without 
accountability or deliberation - that expropriate your 
interest in your physical property to their favour ... so when 
your French DVD won't play in America, that’s not 
because it would be illegal to do so. It’s simply because 
the studios have invented a business model and then 
invented a copyright law to prop it up. The DVD is your 
property and so is the DVD player, but if you break the 
region coding on your disc, unfortunately, you're going to 
run afoul of anticircumvention.” 


Protected and unplayable 

DVDs aren’t the only example of DRM getting in the way 
of consumers’ rights. Section 50(A) of the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act (1988) specifically entitles people 
who buy games to make back-up copies for personal use, 
yet various DRM systems prevent them from doing so. For 
example, if you make a back-up of an Xbox game, it won’t 
work unless you get your console hardware modified or 
‘chipped’. Microsoft’s Xbox Live service even checks for 
chipped consoles and, if it finds them, blocks them from 
online gaming to stop ‘cheating’. 

Other examples of DRM and copy protection abuse 
are less serious, but arguably more annoying, Rental 
DVDs often contain adverts that can’t be fast-forwarded. 
Once again, modifying your player so you can skip 
adverts breaks the copy protection and therefore breaks 
the law. Some eBooks - notably Alice In Wonderland, 
which is a title that’s in the public domain and can be 
copied freely - prevent you from copying and pasting 
sections, even though copyright law enables you to quote 
from any work for the purpose of criticism or review. 
Digitally-rights-managed music can’t be sampled, which 
makes things rather difficult for any future Fatboy Slim, 
and copy protected CDs don’t play in some cheap stereos 
or in-car players. 

In one particularly memorable instance in February 
2004, the BBC radio programme ‘You And Yours’ 
discovered that some copy protected CDs wouldn’t play in 
Volkswagens, as there were too many (deliberate) errors 
on the discs for the CD players to handle. On the show, a 
record industry spokesperson blamed Volkswagen and 
said “manufacturers must be aware of specifications that 
have changed considerably since 1980.” As Volkswagen 
pointed out, the ‘Red Book’ CD standard it complies with 


hasn't changed at all and its players are fully Red Book 
compliant; the problem is with the crippled CDs, not the 
in-car players. 

DRM can also prevent you from doing perfectly 
reasonable activites such as recording TV broadcasts and 
watching them in your living room, as US customers of 
the HBO cable channel discovered late last year. If they 
recorded HBO programmes on Media Center PCs and 
attempted to burn them to DVD for watching in their 
DVD players, the DRM prevented them from doing so. As 
Charlie Demerjian wrote in The Inquirer: “HBO, in one 
fell swoop, [upset] its customers by screwing them, 
potentially made them criminals, and saved themselves 
nothing. Brilliant plan, eh?” 

Such restrictions aren’t the fault of the technology; 
they’re the fault of the people who implement it. As Erin 
Cullen, head of Microsoft’s Digital Media Division, points 
out: “From the beginning, the Windows Media DRM 
platform has offered content owners very flexible rights, 
but it’s up to them to determine how it’s used to offer 
content to consumers and, in turn, up to consumers to 
determine if they're getting value.” Any restrictions aren't 
imposed by Microsoft or by Apple, but by the media 
companies who want to digitally padlock their content. 


The problem with piracy 

Why do we need electronic padlocks in the first place? 
The answer, of course, is piracy. Presumably, if your 
eBook didn’t die after 60 days, you'd have enough time to 
retype it and stick it on Kazaa ... 

Chris Lightfoot is a researcher with the UK Campaign 
For Digital Rights (www.ukedyr.org): “It’s clear that 
DRM isn’t currently stopping piracy, and it’s sensible to 
believe that it never will be able to,” he says. “In 
particular, the commercial pirates will always have 





SETTING PERMISSIONS 


What you can and can't 
do with legal music 

The DRM on digital music 
typically limits three things: 
whether you can transfer 
music to a portable, whether 
you can transfer it to other 
computers, and whether you 
can burn it to a CD. For 
example, with the iTunes 
Music Store you can play a 
song on up to five devices and 
burn playlists to CD up to 
seven times. Other music 
stores may have different 
limits. It's important that you 
check all the usage restrictions 
before buying any tracks. 


“... at any time, seven million 
people are swapping files. Yet 
DRM is becoming increasingly 
prevalent. So if it doesn’t stop 

piracy, what is it good for?” 


Sony’s Librie is an excellent eBook 
reader that looks and feels like a 
‘proper’ book. But unlike real 
books, any content you buy dies 
after 60 days. 
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Why DRM and Open Source don't play 
well together 

The various online music stores offer different 
artists, different file formats, different usage 
restrictions and different DRM technology, but they 


DRM would have to pay royalties, which of course 
aren't compatible with free software, and wouldn't 
be able to share the source code of the resulting 
application. Such licensing does happen, but not on 
the desktop. For example, Microsoft has inked a 


downloads available. The only real option is to buy 
CDs and rip them to your PC in defiance of the law. 
To date, nobody has landed in legal trouble for CD 
ripping — going after anyone who rips their own CDs 
would kill the digital music market overnight ... 


deal with InterVideo to bring Windows Media to 
Linux, but the deal is for Linux-powered consumer 
electronics devices rather than desktop applications. 


all have one thing in common: if you're running 
Linux, you're not welcome — and in many cases 
you'll be prevented from even viewing the shop by 
a browser detection script. 

Although it’s possible to play Windows Media — 
and other proprietary file formats — on Linux using 
programs such as MPlayer, this only applies to 
unprotected file formats. To play FairPlay- or 
Windows Media-protected files, one of two things 
needs to happen: Apple and Microsoft would have 
to port their current media software to Linux, or 
Linux developers would need to licence the firms’ 
DRM technology. Neither option is likely, even if 
Apple revised its no-licensing policy. Any developer 
who wanted to license FairPlay or Windows Media 


Linux pushed to the fringes 
So where does that leave Linux music lovers? 
Some forward-thinking record labels — notably Warp 





records, which runs www.bleep.com — offer DRM- mii IFA] x] 


free downloads, and there's plenty of unprotected 
content available online from small independent 
labels and from artists’ own websites. You'll find 





links to many such sites on the Creative Commons 

website (http://creativecommons.org/audio/). 
However, if your tastes run to more mainstream, 

major label music, then there are very few legal 





Not all legal music comes with DRM protection. Warp 
Records’ www.bleep.com offers DRM-free downloads 
from its achingly credible roster of artists. 


EXTRACT FROM DOWNHILL BATTLE’S WWW.ITUNESPERIPOD.COM 


access to the technology to circumvent the DRM ... 
consumers mostly like piracy, since pirated media are 
cheaper than the publishers’ own products.” And of course, 
pirated media doesn’t come with DRM. 

It certainly doesn’t look as if DRM is having much 
effect. Despite copy protected CDs, and music files 
protected by DRM, albums are still leaked onto the web 
long before they go on sale, and Internet monitoring firm 
Big Champagne reports that, at any given time, seven 
million people are swapping media files on P2P networks. 
Yet DRM is becoming increasingly prevalent, so if it 
doesn’t stop piracy, what else is it good for? 

We asked Microsoft’s Erin Cullen to help us with the 
following puzzle: when we buy music that isn’t protected 
by DRM, we can play it on any device we choose, or 
convert it into a format that works on the device of our 
choice. Yet with protected music, we pay the same price 
and can use the music on a PC but not a Mac, on a 
Pocket PC but not a Palm, on a Windows Smartphone but 
not a Symbian phone, on a Windows Media Center PC 
but not on an iPod. We can see how this benefits the 
music companies, because it encourages us to buy 
multiple copies of the same thing, and we can see how it 
benefits Microsoft, because of licensing revenues and 
widespread adoption of Microsoft software. But how 
exactly does it benefit us? 

We didn’t exactly get a straight answer: “We expect a 
variety of content protection and DRM solutions to be on 
the market,” Cullen replied. “Regardless of where they 
originate, Microsoft fully supports the need for all these 
solutions to interoperate with each other. To that end, 
Microsoft is continuing its work with standards bodies 
and evaluating ways of bridging DRM systems used in 
the mobile, Internet, and consumer electronics industries 
to enable secure content delivery over all types of 
networks and over a multitude of devices, ranging from 
Smartphones to PCs to non-Windows based devices. We 
believe that this level of interoperability will allow for a 
healthy ecosystem where all players can thrive, and 
consumers can have access to the content they want.” 

Over at Napster, Adam Howorth sings the praises of 
the Windows Media Audio DRM used by the service: 
“WMA DRM is a reassurance for both consumer and 
rights owner that the encoded track is going to be of the 
highest quality, free from viruses, and legal. As the DRM is 
compatible with over 60 portable players, we believe it is 
extremely beneficial.” 


60million — 2.9 million 
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60 million 
2.9 million 


iTunes per iPod 


Are all those iPods empty? 
As of April 15 2004, Apple has sold roughly 60 million 
iTunes and 3 million iPods (see ‘Sources’ below). 


21 songs use 
up 0.7% of 

the space 

on an iPod 
capable of 
holding around 
3,000 songs 


That’s about 21 songs per iPod. For perspective, the 
smallest iPods hold 1,000 songs, and some hold 
10,000 songs. So, when people fill up those iPods, 
where does all the music come from? 


D Purchased iTunes 


More music than ever © What do you think? 


Let's face it: the incredible capacity of computers, 
iPods, and iPod imitators means everyone is going to 
listen to much more music than they actually buy. And 
that's not necessarily a bad thing. Filesharing that thousands more musicians would be able 
networks have created the largest music library ever, to make a decent living and everyone would be 
and that's a tremendous benefit for the public. free to share music without having to worry 


about getting sued. 


Everyone can win 
Since sharing music seems like it's here to stay, why 


Sources 
not just legalise it in such a way that musicians and Apple Computer, on 15 March 2004. It was 
labels get paid? Voluntary Collective Licensing (VCL — announced that the company had sold 50 
www.trubble.com/vcl.html) is a proposal for a million iTunes and was selling songs at a rate 
simple and practical system where you pay a flat fee of 2.5 million a week. The following month, 
for ‘all-you-can-eat’ downloads and the money gets Apple reported that it had sold 2.9 million iPods. 
divided up by musicians and labels according to These figures are obviously slightly out of date. 
popularity. It would only cost you $5 a month and, At time of writing, the average is closer to 25 
unlike pay-per-song stores like iTunes (which take 35 tracks — but as http://itunesperipod.com is 
per cent of each sale), all of that money would go keen to point out, the majority of iPods aren't 


directly to musicians and record labels. This means stuffed with DRM-protected music. 
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At September's launch of the new Media Center PCs, Bill Gates talked about the joys of ripping CDs to your computer. 


Luckily he was in the US, as ripping is illegal in the UK. 


It's a lockdown 
We're not convinced - surely buying from a legitimate 
shop is enough reassurance that the music will be legal 
and virus-free? And while WMA DRM works on plenty 
of players, plain old CDs work on thousands of different 
hi-fis, games consoles, in-car players and so on. 
Microsoft is making efforts to get interoperability 
between different devices, but DRM is the cause of 
interoperability issues, not the solution to them. The 
evidence suggests that consumers also don’t like DRM. 
To date, Apple has sold 150 million downloads and 
around six million iPods, which works out as 25 songs 
per player. Given that an iPod holds about 10,000 songs, 
it’s clear that there’s either a lot of empty iPods gathering 
dust, or that people are ripping CDs. 

UKCDR’s Chris Lightfoot believes that DRM serves 
two purposes: it encourages rights owners such as 
record companies to embrace digital distribution, and it 


helps technology firms get a stranglehold on the market. 


“The computer companies are clearly trying to offer 
rights owners a distribution channel that they’re happy 
with,” he says. “For Microsoft, this is a way to keep 
consumers locked into Windows, and for Apple, it’s a 
way to try to create a new market in which consumers 
have to buy Apple hardware and software to participate 


Noise, 


MUSIC- 


DRM prevents people from buying charity records: the Oxfam- 
supporting Bignoisemusic.com locks out Mac and Linux users. 








... the claim is that you have a choice between music- 
with-DRM and no music at all.” The third option of 
having media without any DRM whatsoever doesn’t 
seem to be on offer. 


Restrictive and will be rejected 

Cory Doctorow believes that a backlash is inevitable. 
“People are fighting back against it, and I think we'll 
see more of that,” he says. “Part of [the backlash] 

is being built on the back of creative efforts that 
encourage people to reuse work, and which change 
users’ expectations of how work can be used. For 
example, you have the BBC talking about releasing 
its archive onto the Internet for creative reuse ... when 
you discover that the media you can download from 
the Internet from a public service broadcaster comes 
with a lot of freedom attached, it will throw the 
restrictions [of DRM] into sharp relief. It will change 
users’ expectations.” 

He continues: “I think people will start to reject 
[DRM]. That’s the hypothesis of Microsofts own 
DarkNet paper, [which says] ‘we believe that if you put 
DRM on work, it will restrict lawful uses and reasonable 
expectations, and that regular users who would never 
think of downloading music or movies from peer-to-peer 
networks will stop buying music and start using P2P 
networks instead, because they'll realise that the stuff 
on the P2P networks is better than the stuff they’re 
paying money for’. ” 

Of course, DRM is here to stay. Media companies 
won't release content without copy protection. However, 
content owners need to show restraint and use DRM 
that is proportionate, and doesn’t stop consumers from 
getting full use of the products or media they purchase - 
or worse, DRM that infringes consumers’ rights. If they 
don’t, content owners may well find that DRM takes on 
a new meaning: ‘Doesn’t Raise Money’. PCP 
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Davey Winder reveals how this year could herald the dawn of more 
intelligent security threats, and how we can counter them 


rystal ball gazing is never a precise art, be it 

guessing the lucky Lotto numbers or predicting the 
emerging security threats that threaten to jeopardise 
the integrity of your data, violate your privacy and 
cause general computing chaos. One thing we can say 
with a degree of certainty is that 2005 is the year the 
threat to your data will move away from the traditional 
double whammy of the ‘crash your computer’ virus and 
‘disrupt the network’ worms. The new wave of network- 
driven nasties look very nasty indeed; they want your 
data, your identity and your system resources. This is 
the emerging world of botnets, SPIT and second-order 


code injection. Confused? So were we at first and, 
employing the notion that the more you know about 
your enemy, the easier they become to defeat, we 
thought we'd better pick the collective brains of some 
of the leading security experts both here and in the 
USA to explain all. 


SPIT, SPIM and VolP hacking 

First to take the stand is Jonathan Mepsted, regional 
director at Fortinet (www.fortinet.com) who's fairly sure 
of one thing: 2005 is the year of even more silly acronyms, 
such as SPIT and SPIM. Unfortunately, neither are 
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Detective Chief Superintendent 
Mick Deats, head of the 
National Hi-Tech Crime Unit 
(www.nhtcu.org) told us that 
one of the fastest-growing 
areas of concern regards 
‘botnets’. 

“These are attractive to hi- 
tech criminals because they 
can be reconfigured to commit 
different crimes; 
reprogrammed in response to 
new security vulnerabilities; 
and enable criminals to 
commit offences on a massive 
scale. Botnets are also being 
hired out to third parties, 
making them a valuable 
commodity. Websites offer 
stolen information and 
documents, and credit card 
numbers are also on the 
increase. In October 2004, 
www.shadowcrew.com was 
the target of a multinational 
operation led by the US Secret 
Service, in which members of 
the group were arrested in 
several countries, including 
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Use the ‘Are you cracked?’ search at www.dshield.org to see if your computer is on the blacklist of machines being used 


by malicious ‘botnets’. We'll keep our fingers crossed for you. 


particularly funny when you get under their skin. Spam 
over Internet Telephony and Spam over Instant Messaging 
(IM) are likely to push VoIP into the security breaches 
spotlight, according to Jonathan. “VoIP is likely to become 
something of a playground for hackers and other 
malicious parties,” he says, warning that several ‘proof of 
concept cases of hackers successfully inserting 
swearwords into live Internet phone conversations have 
been recorded in the US, and there’s every indication that 
we'll see similar disruption over here. 

Over in the US, FaceTime (www.facetime.com) is at 
the forefront of the battle against SPIM, helping companies 
to secure and manage their Instant Messaging usage. 
FaceTime director, Ken Charman, takes up the challenge 
of explaining exactly what SPIM is: “When you receive a 


The clever ones 


Are we approaching the age of the intelligent virus? 


The main characteristic of the viruses and 
worms that we've seen up to now is not 
that they're smart, but that they're dumb 
(when compared to their organic 
equivalents). Ebola kills 90 per cent of 
those infected, but not everyone is dead 
because it’s easy to spot and quarantine. 
The point being that a fatal payload doesn't 
make a virus ‘clever’. But suppose 2005 is 
the year of the really clever virus? That's the 
question we put to Dave Birch, the founding 
director of Consult Hyperion (www.chyp. 
com), a leading independent digital ID 
consultancy. “For a start, it wouldn't be 
destructive. A virus that gathered 
information without destroying it could 


survive unnoticed for a long time. Perhaps 


it might simply send everyone's email 
address books to a giant database 
somewhere, where software could map the 
‘six degrees of freedom’ in a couple of days. 
But it could go further. What if the virus sent 
copies of all emails to the database? It 
would be hard to put a price on such a 
thing. What if the virus, over time, simply 
sent copies of every document on your hard 
drive to the database? It's easy to imagine 
how evil viruses could develop from there. 
The state of PC and Internet security is, 
frankly, shocking. What's most puzzling 
about it is that all of the technologies 
needed to fix it have been around for ages. 
Perhaps 2005 is the year we finally start 
using them.” E 


The highly destructive Ebola virus isn’t exactly a good role-model, yet it appears that online 
viruses could be following suit in terms of virulency and reputation. 
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message via Instant Messaging, the dialog box pops up on 
your desktop making it a lot harder to ignore than email 
spam. While email spam may slow productivity over time, 
SPIM immediately interrupts user activity each time it 
appears on the desktop. At the moment, the volume of IM 
spam is a fraction of its email equivalent. However, SPIM 
is a much more effective way of spreading viruses, worms, 
spyware and adware.” 

The IM buddy list is another gift to ‘spimmers’, and it 
only takes one person within a group to open an infected 
attachment and the malware will use the buddy list to 
propagate itself around what is essentially a trusted 
community. According to The Radicati Group, 400 million 
SPIM messages were sent in 2003, a figure that 
quadrupled by the end of 2004. This year’s launch of 
Microsoft's Live Communication Server means users of 
free public IM systems such as AOL, Yahoo and MSN will 
be able to exchange messages, and FaceTime predicts this 
will be a watershed, making IM an even more attractive 
target for spimmers and spammers. 


Hijacked banner ads 

As if banner ads weren't already bad enough, the 
resource eating, data gathering waste of screen space 
that they are, some mean spirited people are only 
making them worse. 

At the end of 2004, we experienced the first cases of 
malicious virus code being served up through adverts. 
Both the ‘Bofra’ and ‘MyDoom.af’ viruses are now being 
deployed along with the secret ingredient of ‘Virtumonde 
Adware’, a nasty little browser hijack exploit that uses 
‘Trojan.AgentEC’ to take control of the target machine. 
Shimon Gruper, vice president of eSafe Technologies at 
Aladdin Knowledge Systems (www.ealaddin.com) told 
us: “this latest scam highlights that hackers can, and will, 
access other machines to deploy the malicious code to 
unassuming users and their computers. We expect new 
threats to be discovered in the future, and neglecting 
to inspect all content in web traffic would likely result 
in infection.” 

If anyone knows more about this type of attack than 
Gunter Ollmann, professional services director with Next 
Generation Security Software (www.nextgenss.com), 
we'd like to meet them. Gunter is an expert in the field of 
vulnerability assessment and penetration testing, and has 
recently written a paper describing second-order code 
injection attacks in some depth. “As organisations better 
manage the patching and hardening of their hosts, their 
custom web applications are becoming the easiest route to 
attack,” he explains. Yet, while there’s been some talk 
about SQL injection and cross-site scripting attacks in the 
past, this trend is likely to continue to be an easy 
compromise route for attackers. “Extending these attacks,” 
Gunter warns, “... we can expect to see second-order 
injection attacks becoming more prevalent as larger 
corporates improve their ‘instant’ security defences against 
SQL injection.” In second-order code injection, attackers 
(including professional organised criminals) will seed 
web-based applications with exploitable material that may 
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files and, secondly, there’s usually 
plenty of free bandwidth to serve 
downloads to others for good 
measure. But, equally importantly, it 
affords the cyber-criminal some 
distance from their illegal actions. If 
they’ve covered their tracks well 
enough, they can enjoy total 
anonymity while providing large 
quantities of illegal material. From a 
legal perspective, the problem also 
raises interesting issues if you or your 
company are caught hosting illegal 
material. The best way to prevent it 











Not for the faint-hearted, the McAfee virus map plots virus activity across the globe. You 


can explore it at leisure by visiting www.mcafee.com. 


be activated remotely, or will attack victims that are 
pointed at it. 


Webcams, worms and warez 

Graham Cluley is senior technology consultant for 
Sophos, the enterprise antivirus experts. As such, he 
knows as much about what goes on in the strange little 
mind of a virus writer (if not more) than the vile creature 
himself. Sophos also recently discovered a worm that has 
the capability to use webcams to spy on computer users 
in their home or workplace. The ‘W32/Rbot-GR’ worm 
(also known as ‘Peeping Tom’) spreads via network 
shares, exploiting a number of Microsoft security 
vulnerabilities, installing a backdoor Trojan horse as it 
travels. Once installed on an infected computer, remote 
hackers can easily gain access to the information on the 
PC’s hard drive and steal passwords, as well as spy on 
innocent users via their webcam and microphone. “More 
and more hackers are interested in spying on the people 
they manage to infect with their worms and Trojan 
horses,” Graham explains. “In the workplace, this worm 
opens up the possibilities of industrial espionage. At 
home, it’s equivalent to a Peeping Tom who invades your 
privacy by peering through your curtains.” Hackers are 
also interested in more important things than your data, 
more important even than your bandwidth: what they 
want is your storage. 

Nick Ray, chief executive office of Prevx (www. 
prevx.com), explains that the storage of illicit warez on 
corporate servers is a particular risk to IT security, and 
companies must really be aware of this. Hackers looking 
for safe storage for illegally cracked software, MP3s, 
games, films/movies and pornography can find no more 
tempting a target than a poorly-protected corporate 
server. Firstly, it provides vast storage for thousands of 





from happening is to ensure your 

systems are secure from hacker 
attack in the first place. Nick explains 
that traditional, signature-based IT 
security systems find this difficult, but the new wave of 
host-based intrusion prevention software can recognise 
and protect against even new, previously unseen attacks 
exploiting zero-day vulnerabilities - in other words, the 
software nobody’s had a chance to investigate yet. 


Code copulation and botnets 

Simon Heron is technical director at Network Box UK 
(www.network-box.co.uk) and predicts, somewhat 
surprisingly, that what we need to watch out for in 2005 
are viruses that breed in the wild. It may sound a little 
odd to think of malicious programs copulating, but the 
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SYMANTEC PREDICTS ... 


Mobile threats have been seen 
for the first time with ‘proof of 
concept’ viruses on mobile 
devices. ‘Rugrat’ was the first 
virus to infect portable 
executable files; ‘Cabit’ was 
the first worm to infect 
Symbian OS Smartphones 
using Bluetooth technology. 
Some Nokia phones have 
been targeted by the ‘Skulls’ 
virus that downloads a 
malicious program to block 
many of the phone's functions. 
‘Brador’ was the first backdoor 
Trojan to target Windows 
Mobile operating systems. 
All of these examples 
demonstrate the ability of 
malicious code authors to 
adapt new technologies for 
their own purposes. We expect 
threats targeting confidential 
information on our portable 
devices to increase. 





The Talisker Computer Network Defence Operational Picture (www.securitywizardry.com) is perhaps 
the most comprehensive, and best presented, overview of current Internet security threats. 
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results have already been witnessed. In 2004, ‘Klez.h’ 
bred with (or was infected by, if you prefer) a Win32 
virus, which caused a large amount of damage. 
“Suddenly, there was a new virus that had one of the 
best transport mechanisms available with one of the 
more virulent viruses attached,” Simon explains. “If it 
hadn't been for the fact that the Win32 virus was so 
quick, managing to kill off most machines before 
‘Klez.h’ could send it out, there could have been a 
worldwide epidemic.” 

With over 100,000 different worms, Trojans and 
viruses out there, it’s possible that this could happen 
again, and next time it could be much worse. Paul 


Wood, chief information security analyst at MessageLabs 
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AlertCon 2 - Increased vigilance. Vulnerabilities or threats to computer networks require 
vulnerability assessment and corrective action. 


WINS: X-Force is tracking a vulnerability in Microsoft's Windows Internet Naming Service 


(WINS) Server. A buffer overflow conditions exists within the WINS server as a result ofa 
pointer hijack. Successful exploitation of this vulnerability will allow a remote attacker to 
execute arbitrary code. The WINS service is not installed in any default OS configuration, but 
is commonly used on Windows domain controller servers. 


Recommendations 


WINS: For further details, please review the ISS Alert. ISS product coverage is now available. 
For further details, please respond to the Download center. 


Threat Forecast 


We anticipate remaining at AlertCon 2 through December ‘1st, 2004. 
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ISS (www.iss.net) advises the US Government on matters regarding Internet security. 
Check out the current Internet threat level, and take them seriously! 


The Internet needs you! 


We can all do our bit to ensure ‘security complacency’ doesn't set in 


As a security and anti-terrorism consultant, 
Advantage SCI (www.advantagesci.com) 
and CEO Elsa Lee serve government and 
corporate clients globally. Before founding 
Advantage SCI, this former US Army 
counterintelligence agent spent 20 years 
conducting covert operations and 
investigations of international terrorists and 
spies. Now a consultant and lecturer to 
corporate executives, government 
employees, university students and small 
business owners, Elsa is on the front line of 
the security threat battleground. “I hear 
about the different ways users deal with 
online threats; threats that usually result in 
annoying business disruptions, that every 
now and then involve criminal activity and 
that, on rare occasions, are linked to 
terrorism.” Who better to ask about the 
emerging threats that are set to make our 
lives hell in 2005? Who better to reveal that 
it's actually us — the users? 

“Small business users perhaps pose a 
greater threat because they generally are 
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not audited. Unlike large corporations, they 
don't have to explain to anyone what 
security measures they have in place. So, 
unless they complain about fraudulent 
online activities, we don’t know to what 
extent they pose a threat to national 
security. They may even be service 
providers supporting critical infrastructures. 
In the worst case scenario, their poor 
practices, if exploited, could launch attacks 
that could have cascading effects on 
economy, nation and national security.” 

If, as Elsa suggests, complacency is 
growing, it could be the most worrying 
trend of all. When users fail to grasp the 
consequences of their ‘I couldn't care less’ 
attitude, we all suffer, and we're all put at 
greater risk. “Technology is great but it’s not 
intuitive and can't make decisions on 
actions that must be taken when security 
breaches occur,” Elsa explains. “If we're all 
trained on basic security threats, 
vulnerability and risk, we're more likely to 
secure our share of cyberspace.” E 








“With over 100,000 different worms, 


Trojans and viruses ... it’s possible 
that this could happen again, and 
next time it could be worse” 


(www.messagelabs.com) has also been looking at 
the coming together of threats, but without the disturbing 
sexual imagery. According to Paul, analysis reveals that 
threats throughout 2004 have been dominated by the 
convergence of different security attack methods. 
“Increasingly, spammers, virus writers and hackers 

are combining their malware to create even more 
sophisticated security threats.” For example, 
MessageLabs research shows that almost every virus 
intercepted in 2004 on behalf of its customers lent itself 
to spam distribution, including all strains of ‘MyDoom, 
‘NetSky’ and ‘Bagle’. “Virus writing ‘script kiddies’ are 
teaming up with spammers to produce more 
sophisticated breeds of email security threat for 
commercial gain,” adds Paul. “There’s little or no profit to 
be gained from simply distributing viruses, but when you 
consider the income that can be earned from spam, you 
have an altogether more attractive proposition.” 

Nigel Beighton, Symantec’s European ‘head of threat 
management’ (www.symantec.com), agrees that the 
newest trend is the move away from script kiddies and 
fame seekers, and towards those with malicious intent 
(the ones doing the hacking and cracking) - the 
criminally motivated attacks, where your information 
(and the value that it carries) is the target. In the 
Symantec scenario, you can no longer judge the 
effectiveness of your security simply by assessing 
whether your machines are still working or not. “The 
world of hacking is now a world of stealth,” Nigel insists. 
“In the first six months of 2004, Symantec saw an 
increase in code that is covertly installed on a PC so that 
a hacker could use or access that machine at a later date 
by remote control. These so-called ‘botnets’ rose from well 
under 2,000 computers to more than 30,000 per day. The 
short vulnerability to exploit window makes these bots 
even more dangerous, and they can quickly be upgraded 
with new exploits, which makes patching difficult.” 

The methods of control adopted by the perpetrators 
of botnets are also becoming more malicious and harder 
to detect. “Symantec believe that in the future, [the 
hackers and crackers] will increasingly implement 
malicious code that’s not designed to ‘take out your 
machine, but rather to control it without your knowledge,” 
says Nigel. “In fact, malicious code that targets personal 
computer users in this way is already out there.” 


Oxymorons and poxy morons 

If ever there was a computing oxymoron, then ‘Browser 
Helper Object’ (BHO) is it. More often than not, these 
Internet Explorer add-ins cause more havoc than help. 
Microsoft has even introduced a BHO management 
console in the latest version of Internet Explorer that 
ships with XP SP2. Hidden away on the tools menu as 
‘Manage Add-ons’, this console lets you view all installed 
BHOs and disable any that cause trouble. None of this 
comes as a surprise to Daniel Frasnelli, technology 
consultant with NetSec (www.netsec.net), who warns 
that attacks are being made that leverage our increased 
reliance on BHO functionality. Whereas, previously, a 
rogue BHO might disrupt the flow of a web browsing 
session with incessant pop-up advertisements, or deliver 
targeted online advertisements based on keywords 
entered into a search engine, things have changed. “More 
recently, they’ve been used to passively proxy secure web 
sessions through remote sites associated with remote 
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Program ¥ersion 3.2.0 [Build 148] Using Spyware Definitions 419 
Full Program (55 0.4-ONLN-4444-NEYP-E GZ] 
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To ensure proper removal of spyware, be sure to close any programs that are open. 
‘our Sweep Options indicate the following will be swept: 

Drives: C: Local Drive 
Also sweeping: Memon, Registry, All Folders 





The only way to keep your computer clean of spyware and malware is to use an effective monitoring and disinfecting tool, 
such as the truly excellent Spy Sweeper. You can download this from www.spysweeper.com. 


access Trojans,” Daniel explains. “Once outside the 
relatively controlled environment of a local system, the 
potential for covert information disclosure and content 
manipulation increases dramatically. This represents a 
significant shift from previous strategies dependent on 
unrestricted access, to vulnerable network services on 
the target system. Traditional network service 
exploitation affects a more limited pool of systems 
thanks to the prevalence of firewall and malware scanner 
technologies.” In response, the malware architects have 
evolved their strategies to maximise potential 
dissemination. Client software flaws inherently have an 
exponentially greater chance of success, because the 
exploited vulnerability is blind faith in served content. 


Spyware, spam and safe surfing 

Spyware is the spam of web browsing. Unwanted 
software ends up on the unsuspecting user’s computer 
and their homepages are redirected, pop-up ads appear, 
and searches are diverted. Each time someone views a 


pop-up or goes to a redirected homepage, some spy 
writer, distributor or affiliate makes money. The result: 
hundreds of software attacks against computers, all 
trying to install themselves without being noticed; all 
trying to be as difficult to catch and remove as possible. 
The shear number of them causes machines to crash, or 
become so slow that people are buying new machines, 
thinking their old PCs are getting slow with age. So, 
where is all of this headed in 2005? “The number of 
spyware, adware and keystroke 
monitoring applications are 
going to multiply by a factor of 
10 or more,” says the man who 
should know, Richard 
Stiennon, the vice president of 
threat research with Webroot 
Software (www.webroot. 
com). “[And] the sites that 
host them, by a similar factor.” He insists that defensive 
measures, such as upgrading to Microsoft SP2, or using 








Top 10 tips for 
safer computing: 


1. Never click a link in an email 
if you suspect the message 
might not be genuine. Instead, 
type the URL of the website 
into the browser yourself 


2. Don't open attachments in 
emails unless you're absolutely 
sure you're waiting to receive 
that particular file 


3. Don't follow links in Instant 
Messaging chat messages 


4. Confirm suspicious-looking 
emails with the sender to 
qualify their validity — in 
particular, emails asking for 
your personal financial details 


5. Keep your PC's operating 
system up to date and ensure 
current security updates have 
been applied 


6. Use antivirus software and 
update it frequently 


7. Use a personal firewall 


8. Use spyware detection/ 
removal software 


9. Don't use the same 
password for all of your 
online accounts 


10. Don't store online account 
information and passwords in 
files held on your computer 


“The number of spyware, adware 
and keystroke monitoring 
applications are going to multiply 
by a factor of 10 or more” 
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Mozilla Firefox instead of IE, will have no impact on 
the overall level of malicious software. Although 
individuals that ‘do’ take these measures will be better 
off, of course. “Already, there are announced 
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Help protect your PC 


Security essentials 


Security Center helps you manage your Windows security settings. To help protect your computer, vulnerabilities in SP2 that we believe the spyware 
make sure the three security essentials are marked ON. If the settings are not ON, follow the : : : : 
= Get the latest security and virus recommendations. To return to the Security Center later, open Control Panel. writers are developing new delivery mechanisms for. 
information from Mirosoft shats new in Winders te help protect my computer? All of the established vectors will be used to spread 
* ee een er. oe : malware: email, IM, downloads of ‘free software’, and 
indows Update f Firewall 4 4 a 
s | Em a new one: RSS news feeds.” So, in terms of security 
* Get support for security-related ESN 
issues i í i i it’ i i ? 
E Automatic Updates violation, it’s a grim 2005 that lies ahead, that’s for sure. 
= Get help about Security Center Caos But it’s not all bad news. 
* Change the way Security Center yY Virus Protection Despite all these clever techniquest, you ultimately 
e (a E 


have the upper hand. Practise safe computer use and 
both your data and your privacy can be protected. 
K) aTa ty ee P Mark Murtagh, European technical director with 
Websense (www.websense.com), leaves us with more 
a Windows Firewall than a glimmer of hope for a secure new year. It’s clear 
from his Top 10 tips (see previous page sidebar) that in 
this hi-tech age, it can still all come down to a dose of 
Windows XP Service Pack 2 is an essential upgrade if you're serious about your system security. good old-fashioned common sense. PCP 


Manage secunty settings for: 





INSIDE THE SYMANTEC SECURITY RESPONSE LABS 








Earlier this year, we visited the Symantec ‘Secure 
Operations Centre’ located in a nondescript but 
highly secure Santa Monica building on the outskirts 
of Hollywood, Los Angeles. Once inside, you couldn't 
be further away from the bright young things and 
bodybuilders at Venice Beach. Here, you're 
surrounded by brain and brawn in equal measure. 
The bright young things at Symantec are 
programmers, and they're focused on collecting 

and analysing the latest malicious threats. 

To protect critical systems before attacks hit, 
Symantec leverages the DeepSight Threat 
Management System at their Security Operations 
Centres. This system provides early warning of 
attacks and bulletproof countermeasures to prevent 
attacks before they affect the enterprise. Symantec's 
expert team of threat analysts examines data 
collected from global data partners, as well as 
dozens of public and confidential sources. More than 
20,000 data partners in more than 180 countries 
have registered to automatically provide Symantec 
with security data. And if you think this all sounds 
just a little but like a military operation, darn right it 
does. Being inside one of these high security threat 
response centres is like being an extra in a James 
Bond film, complete with biometric security 
measures and huge screens showing global maps 





of developing threats. All we can say is, thank Symantec has operations centres, response labs and monitoring sensors around the globe that work 24/7 
goodness they're on our side. against all threats, both present and under development. It’s a bit like a James Bond film set! 
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Global Reach, Global Intelligence 
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Symantec's military-style research and response labs are at the frontline The Symantec Security Response Lab is secure in itself! A stringent ‘lock-down’ 
of the war against data terrorism in whatever form it takes. policy provides a sense of security that reflects its attitude to safe computing. 
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High-street legal outlets are in danger as the Internet cuts through the 
red tape. Roger Gann guides you through the wweb-based services 


here comes a time during our lives when we 
have no choice but to do business with certain 

professions. With midwives and undertakers 
we have little choice, but when it comes to solicitors 
we do have more leeway. A high proportion of us will, 
at some point, engage the services of a lawyer to 
perform some legal work for us; perhaps a spot of 
conveyancing when buying and selling your house, or 
to draw up your last will and testament, or perhaps to 
pursue a personal injury claim for compensation. 
More sadly, you could need the services of a lawyer 
to deal with certain traumatic events, such as divorce, 
or suing someone for damages. Going to a solicitor 
may be one of life’s less pleasant episodes but, like 
making regular visits to the dentist, it’s one of those 
things you can’t put off forever. 


But wait - surely going to see a solicitor isn’t such a 
big deal, is it? There are plenty of solicitors in the 
Yellow Pages, so you choose one that’s fairly near to 
you. Or do you? The fact is that the personal service 
you get from solicitors isn’t what it could be. A 2001 
Which? report roundly castigated solicitors for the 
unacceptably high level of complaints being made 
against them, equating to one complaint for every five 
solicitors in England and Wales. And the situation in 
the rest of the United Kingdom wasn’t any better. 

‘Arrogant’, ‘contemptuous’, ‘patronising’, 
‘condescending’ and ‘rude’ were some of the words 
used by disgruntled customers, which makes going 
to the dentist seem pleasurable by comparison! 
Solicitors, the 2001 Which? report also stated, 
typically failed to explain how much they would => 
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Many lawyers pay top dollar 
for access to legal knowledge- 
bases. However, a surprising 
amount of useful legal 
information is yours for the 
asking — if you know where to 
find it. And just about the best 
tool out there is Google, of 
course. Not only will it reveal 
useful websites but, very 
often, you'll find vital 
information contained in the 
newsgroups, too. Who knows, 
there may be someone else 
who's had the same problem 
as you and has explained how 
they sorted it out. The trick, as 
with all search engines, is to 
compose your search term 
precisely enough to exclude all 
the irrelevant hits, while at the 
same time leaving a tad of 
ambiguity in the search term 
so that you get potentially 
interesting leads on relevant 
topics. Visit the Google Help 
Central page at www.goosgle. 
co.uk /help/index.html for tips 
on getting the most accurate 
search result. 


LEGAL SERVICES 


charge for their work and how long they would take, 
and also failed to keep their clients informed of progress. 
Even worse than this, they made mistakes. 

While we probably have Hobson’s choice when it 
comes to more complicated legal matters, there is of 
course another way. This is the ‘do it yourself’ approach, 
armed with only your PC, the World Wide Web and some 
patience. When it comes to the simpler legal chores, 
there’s nothing to stop you from engaging in a spot of 
legal DIY. As with so many things these days, you can 
save time, money and effort if you do it yourself. 


DIY caveats 

There’s nothing to stop any individual acting entirely on 
their own behalf in legal matters, though clearly there are 
limits. However, acting on somebody else’s behalf (if 
you're not qualified) is definitely a no-no. Naturally, there 
are some caveats to DIY lawyering (that’s a legal word, 
meaning a warning or proviso), particularly if you’re 
using the Internet as your law library. 

The first thing to consider is that the World Wide Web 
is just that - worldwide. Law, on the other hand, is most 
definitely country-specific and nowhere is that more 
relevant than here in the United Kingdom. Scottish law is 
very different to the law that prevails in England and 
Wales, and the same goes for Northern Ireland. So, that’s 
one caveat to take into consideration. If you go to a legal 
website, make sure it’s relevant to your jurisdiction, 
otherwise the advice it contains will be plain wrong. 

Another important caveat is to go in with your eyes 
wide open. Common sense tells you that only the 
simplest legal transactions can be conducted remotely. 
Think about it - would you accept a telephone diagnosis 
from your GP? Sometimes, you'll need to produce some 
case-crucial paperwork; for instance, a contract, 
agreement or lease for the solicitor to peruse. Short of 
scanning these in and emailing them over, you're 
probably going to have to go and see a real solicitor. You 
also have to be aware of any personal circumstances that 
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The law in the UK depends on where you live. English law is 
different to Scottish, as the AdviceGuide website makes clear. 





Even if you do make full use of the web 
for your legal needs, there will still come a 


time when you should see a real solicitor. 
Here's a few tips about choosing one that's 
right for you. You can look up local law 
firms in your Yellow Pages, or visit www. 
yell.com, but a much better way would 

be to consult the Law Society website at 


PCPlus 2726 | February 2005 


www.lawsociety.co.uk. The Solicitor Online 
link enables you to search for a solicitor in a 
number of ways (for example, by location 
and language). There's also a full guide to 
‘working with your solicitor’, which includes 
full details on how to go about choosing a 
solicitor. This facility is duplicated at Lawyer 
Locator (www.lawyerlocator.co.uk). 
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A Consumers Association survey found that solicitors were 
arrogant and rude (among other things). 


may be legally relevant. For example, if you’re divorced 
and there’s been a financial settlement, this can override 
provisions in your will if you try to give away property 
you don’t own! 

Don’t forget that many sites that offer free advice do so 
on an ‘if anything goes wrong, don’t blame us’ basis. This 
isn’t totally unreasonable if your legal fees are zero. 
Nevertheless, so long as your legal task is fairly simple 
and you have your wits about you, you can perform a 
surprisingly wide range of legal tasks online. 


Legal business online 

There’s no shortage of UK-specific law sites that offer 
help with a range of services, such as wills, tenancy 
agreements, divorce, power of attorney and change. You'll 
note that these are generally tasks that are essentially 
administration tasks; to do with the issuing of the correct 
forms. You may think that including divorce in the list is 
unusual but we suspect this is strictly confined to 
uncontested divorce, which is largely a procedural 
paper-based task. 


General law sites 
Most legal advice sites tend to cover a range of legal 
topics and don’t specialise in one particular area of law. 
In the main, these sites offer good advice but they do 
tend to sacrifice depth for breadth. CompactLaw at 
www.compactlaw.co.uk is essentially a law portal 
that comprises a mix of free general advice, as well as a 
series of standard form contracts or documents in 
Microsoft Word format that you can download for a fee. 
LegalServicesShop (www.legalservicesshop. 
com) has to be one of the better online legal advice 
sites. Not only is it well-designed, the material you'll find 
posted there is extremely useful. The site is confined to 
covering six areas: family, motoring, personal injury, 
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Claim - Claimant Details (step 3 of 8) 


(Please complete all required * fields) 
® Claimant Details* 


Type of Claimant C Individual 


© Organisation 


if Type of claimant is “individual” 


Surname l 
Forename l 


If Type of claimant is “Organisation” 
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Organisation's Name 
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Money Claim Online makes it possible to issue sometimes 
complicated debt proceedings with few mouse clicks. 
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< Legal Services Shop offers a 
mix of free legal advice, plus 
paid-for advice where required. 
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About The Will Site 


Making a Will 

About The Will Site 
Questions and Answers 
Jargon Buster 

is your Will up to date? 
No Wil? 

Estate Planning 
Guardians 

Executors 

Solicitor tocator 
Charities 


The only way to get an interview with an expert used to be to 
visit a solicitor's office. The Will Site uses advanced new Virtual 
interview" interactive software that brings this expertise right into 
your hame, 


“Making Conveyancing Casier” 


Quick Quote: 


Other Will-making services merely ask between 20 and 40 
standard questions on which to base a Will- a document that is 
possibly the most important one you will ever write, The Will 
Site's interactive software has a bank of over 2,500 questions to 
choose from and will decide which questions it needs to ask 
you, based on your circumstances and answers to previous 
questions — and the program itself was written by solicitors. 
Start How While making your Will you can also make comments that will 


Welcome to Online Conveyancing 
Cheap Online Conveyancing 
you very competitive prices for the legal costs of 
selling or re-mortgaging a home. 


our Quick Quote (with no commitment at 
Ar r ) or 


Prices be reviewed by a solicitor — free 

Security & Privacy 
Terms & Conditions 
Affilates 


Who are we? 


housing, employment and consumer law. It combines a 
mixture of free and paid-for advice, holding over a 
million words of legal info for you to browse for free. 
Desktop Lawyer (www.desktoplawyer.co.uk) is one 
of the more impressive looking sites and operates what is 
essentially a customised documents service. It asks you 
specific questions and, based on your answers, prepares 
‘intelligent’ documents. Because of this, its range is 
confined to wills, tenancy agreements, divorce, powers of 
attorney and change of name. A handful of business 
legal services are also offered. Legal Advice Online 
(www.legal-advice-online.co.uk) is an Internet legal 
consultancy that offers several levels of service. The 
Basic service costs £40 and involves completing an 
online form. This pays for a detailed email response, 
which arrives within 24 hours. Alternatively, you can pay 
for a subscription service at £200 a year, which covers 
up to six email enquiries and up to one hour of legal 
work. Legal Advice Online covers a much a wider range 
of legal topics than usual, including conveyancing, civil 
law, criminal law and environmental and planning 

law. Finally, Legal Advice Free (www. legaladvicefree. 
co.uk) takes the form of a Q&A - concise answers to 
specimen legal problems rather than generic advice, 

so you may not find what you're looking for here. But, 
hey, it’s free! 


Conveyancing 

Buying and/or selling a house can be an expensive 
business and, as it’s largely an administration process, 
it’s one that lends itself to being performed online. Sadly, 
‘e-conveyancing’, which will link the Land Registry with 
conveyancers and lenders, is still several years away. 
Until then, we'll have to soldier on with the old slow 
methods of conveyancing. 

Online Conveyancing (www.onlineconveyancing. 
co.uk), a division of a large law firm - Drummonds - 
does exactly what it says on the tin. In other words, it lets 
you conduct the sale or purchase of a house from the 
comfort of your own computer. You can get an instant 
price quote, and you can even track the progress of the 
transaction online, which is handy for keeping bang up 
to date. As soon as there are any developments, you’re 


The software has an impeccable pedigree -- and its PC-based 
predecessor has been in use by UK high street banks, top 
insurance companies, solicitors and by the public in the UK and 
other countries for over 8 years. 
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A There aren't many legal 
tasks that lend themselves to 
being conducted online, but 
conveyancing is one of them. 


an online progress report. You can also have SMS text 
message progress reports sent to your mobile phone. To 
sell the same house, Easier2move wanted £601. Run by 
another big law firm (HammondsDirect), LegalMove at 
www.legalmove.com offers a complete online 
conveyancing service. Again, you can get an on-the-spot 
quote, real-time access to the progress of your transaction 
and also telephone support. It wanted a cool £731 to sell 
our mythical £300,000 house. 

There’s actually no need for a will to be drawn up or 
witnessed by a solicitor. If a person wishes to make a 
will themselves, they can. Creating a plain vanilla will, 
for example, where Inheritance Tax doesn’t apply, isn’t 
particularly complicated. But where there are substantial 
assets, a simple will isn’t good enough. 

Drawing up a will is a fairly straightforward process 
and is one legal transaction that does lend itself to being 
conducted online. Even so, there are some caveats to bear 
in mind, and one of these is impersonation. Over the web, 
I could pretend to be you and create a bogus will in my 
favour. Another gotcha is that the person making the will 
has to be sufficiently of sound mind in order to 
understand what they’re doing, and you can’t judge 
mental capacity over the Internet. There’s a whole laundry 
list of dos and don’ts when it comes to wills; for example, 
changing or revoking a will, getting divorced and getting it 
properly witnessed, so it’s not as straightforward as we 
first thought. 

Several will-writing online services are available. 
However, will writing firms are not regulated by the Law 
Society, so there are few safeguards if things go wrong. 
Websites that will prepare wills online include The Will 
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if you want. Finally, there’s a ‘no move, no fee’ offer, 
handy if you receive a lot of ‘gazumping’. To sell a 
£300,000 house, Online Conveyancing wanted £513. It’s 
undoubtedly convenient, but whether it’s a money-saver 
is another matter. Easier2move (www.easier2move. 
com) offers much the same sort of service as its online 
rivals: instant quote, ‘no sale, no fee’, phone access and 





the appropriate figure. 
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Covering six key areas (as shown in this image), LegalServicesShop is one of the better legal advice 
websites for clear no-nonsense information on how to sort out legal matters. 
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LEGAL SERVICES 


Site (www.willsite.co.ak), but if you want to pay just 
£3, Homewills (www.homewills.plus.com) will send 
you a blank will for you to complete. 


Online litigation 

As you might imagine, most of the legal services that are 
available online concentrate on those matters that are 
largely procedural; that is, they don’t require attendance 
in person, require form-filling, fee payments, and so on. 
Dispute resolution, which typically involves litigation, is 
one area of the law that doesn’t lend itself to such ‘kiosk’ 
type solutions. This normally involves personal 
intervention in the shape of negotiation, as well as 
possible court appearances, and these sorts of matters 
require proper legal representation. 

However, if you live in England or Wales, it’s now 
possible to commence debt proceedings online, thus 
saving you a trip to your local county court. So, for 
example, if you’ve bought something that has become 
faulty and the seller is refusing to repair or replace it, 
you can now issue proceedings against them to recover 
what you paid (or a proportion thereof). For many 
years, the Small Claims Procedure in the County 
Court (often erroneously referred to as the Small 
Claims Court) has made it simple and cheap to bring 
proceedings against people that owe you money. The 
proceedings are informal and are intended to encourage 
a mutually agreeable negotiated settlement of problems 
brought before it. 

The great thing about the Small Claims Procedure, as 
far as the consumer is concerned, is that legal costs are 
not recoverable. A consumer bringing an action in 
person (the plaintiff, in legal jargon) will incur no legal 
costs. However, if the defendant is a limited company, 
the odds are it will have to pay for legal representation, 
which can be a great incentive for it to settle disputes 
(that have got this far) promptly. Think about it - win or 
lose, it still has to pay its own costs. The consumer, on 
the other hand, isn’t burdened by these worries. 

Filing a claim will cost you but you can recover the 
court fee from the plaintiff should you win. Up to £300, 
the fee is £30; beyond that to £500, £50, beyond that to 
£1000, £80 and beyond that to £5000, £120. 

So how exactly do you fire off a debt summons 
online? Simply visit the Money Claim Online page at 
the Court Service website (www.courtservice.gov. 
uk/mcol/index.html), but be sure to read the User 
Guide first. Setting up a claim is fairly simple and is 
dealt with in a step-by-step ‘wizard’ fashion. First of all, 
you register and set up an account and then enter the 
details of the person you're claiming from, plus the 
details of the claim. The claim is then posted to the 
person you're suing and they have 14 days to respond, 
to either admit the claim or enter a defence. If they do 
neither of these, you can ask for default judgement in 
your favour. And if a defence is submitted, the matter is 
then resolved by informal arbitration at the court. This 
court may look more like an office than an actual 
courtroom, but the decisions handed down there are 
just as binding. 


Last words 

There’s no doubt about it, there’s a ttemendous amount 
of extremely useful legal information out there on the 
web just waiting to be consumed. If you’ve got a problem 
that has a legal angle and are prepared to spend a little 
time reading up on the subject, you're halfway to sorting 
it out. At the very least, you'll be much better prepared if 
you do consult a solicitor. And, in some circumstances, 
where the process is particularly easy, such as pursuing 
a ‘small claim’ in the County Court, you can actually do 
the legal work yourself. PCP 
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Best free advice sites 


Consumer Direct advice 

http://consumer.direct.gov.uk 

Formerly part of the DTI site, this is the official government site for 
consumer advice. It’s a great first place to visit if you're new to consumer 
rights, and even has a fact sheet on buying a PC or printer. 


Citizens Advice Bureau 

www.citizensadvice.org.uk 

Another good source of advice is your local Citizens Advice Bureau 
— check out www.cas.org.uk if youre north of the border. 


Office of Fair Trading 

www.oft.gov.uk 

The OFT administers the Trading Standards organisation, which enforces 
things like unfair contract terms, misleading adverts and, most important 
of all, the Distance Selling Regulations. These govern all consumer mail 
order purchases in the UK. It, too, offers advice on a variety of subjects 
and there's an advice leaflet devoted to buying a PC. 


The Court Service 

www.courtservice.gov.uk 

This site, strangely enough, is devoted to the UK's court service and 
contains lots of useful information relating to courts, addresses, fees and 
forms. More importantly, it’s the home of the Money Claim Online service, 
which enables you to commence debt proceedings online. 


Department for Constitutional Affairs 
www.dca.gov.uk 

Formerly the Lord Chancellors Office, the DCA is effectively the 
headquarters of the UK court system. 


Community Legal Service Direct 
www.clsdirect.org.uk 0845 345 4345 
Site Map | Feedbac 
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l Advice Search 


i Use Advice Search to obtain legal information from over 300 sites that we 
: have judged are useful and relevant. For more information on how to use 
: Advice Search, click on ‘Using Advice Search’. 


: Please enter a word or phrase to search: 
C NN > | Search 
: Or choose one of the topics shown below: 


i Benefits 

i Communications and Media 

: Consumer Affairs 

: Education and Training 

: Employment 

i Environment and Countryside 
i Families 


Community Legal Services Direct — advice search 
http://search.clsdirect.org.uk 

This is a revamp of the Just Ask! website and provides a raft of free 
legal advice on a wide variety of areas, not just consumer related. An 
abundance of legal information up for grabs. 


AdviceGuide 

www.adviceguide.org.uk 

Advice and information, and a broad outline of your rights and what you 
can do. Information is clear and easy to understand and is split between 
English/Welsh law and Scottish law. All in all, a good first port of call. 


The Legal Services Commission 

www.legalservices.gov.uk 

This site is devoted to the provision of legal aid but can also put you in 
touch with ‘quality marked’ solicitors, and the Citizens Advice Bureau. 


Legal resources 

www.venables.co.uk 

A comprehensive lists of legal resources in the UK and Ireland, maintained 
by Delia Venables. 
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19 of the latest LCD monitors illuminated 





Acer Benq CTX Eizo FlexScan liyama Philips Sharp Sony ViewSonic CTX 


AL1721HS FP783 P772L L568 ProLite E435s 170B5 LL-172G SDM-S74B VG712S P972L 
88 88 88 89 89 89 89 91 91 92 
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Matthew Richards 


Value Award matthew.richards @futurenet.co.uk 


Editor's Choice Performance Award 





Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance and 
quality tests, where money is 
less important 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 


Matthew Richards knows his 
displays having worked as a BBC 
broadcast engineer. He’s been 


LG Electronics Philips 





writing for PC Plus for 12 years 





Easy on the eye and gentle on the wallet? We put the 
latest and greatest 17 to 21in LCD monitors to the test 


very single one of the monitors 
in this group is a testament to 
how far LCD technology has 
developed over the last few years. The 
once gloomy, lacklustre screens, 
guaranteed to provide dodgy colour 
rendition, have been replaced by a new 
breed of highly accurate high resolution 
LCDs that are deftly hammering the last 
few nails into the CRT casket. 

More than just space savers, LCD flat panel 
monitors are virtually flicker-free and, in most 
cases, have extremely non-reflective screen 
coatings. This has literally taken the headache 
out of using your PC for hours at a time — not 
that we recommend that you do. 

The current sweet spot for best performance 
is 17in and 19in displays, so this is the area 
we've concentrated on for this month's Lab Test. 
Both sizes offer the same native resolution of 





1,280x1,024 pixels; the 19in displays letting you 
see the bigger picture, even if you can’t actually 
fit any more on the screen. Even so, this 
particular resolution is perfect for things like 
general purpose office work and digital photo 
editing. If you're using huge spreadsheets or 
need to multi-task with several windows open 
simultaneously, we've also included a couple of 
21in screens in the group, which have a higher, 
1,600x1,200pixel resolution, but you'll quickly 
discover that they don't come cheap. 

Other areas of improvement since our last 
LCD group test in PC Plus 216, include faster 
response times, wider viewing angles, better 
contrast ratios and, in all but two of the models 
on test, dual video inputs to cater for analogue 
and digital feeds. Also, while the specification 
lists have become more impressive, the prices 
have dropped significantly, with an average 19in 
monitor now costing around £350 compared 
with about £500 10 months ago. So, join us as 
we pick out some of the best models on offer. 





Relisys Samsung Sharp Sony NEC MultiSync ViewSonic Benq 
L1980U 190S5 TL995A S’Master 193P LL-191A SDM-HS94PB_ LCD2180UX VP211B FP937S 
92 92 92 93 93 93 93 95 95 
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How we tested 


The thorough PC Plus screening process 


LCD MONITORS 


Il the LCD screens on test were driven from the same Nvidia 
O GeForce4 graphics card, utilising both analogue and, where 
available, digital video monitor inputs. Each screen was also given half 
an hour for the lamps to fully come up to operating temperature before 
testing. The science bit in our test program was courtesy of DisplayMate 
for Windows Multimedia Edition, which you can try for yourself by 
downloading it from www.displaymate.com. The program includes 300 
basic test patterns, plus an additional 400 variations for calibrating, 
testing and evaluating monitor performance. Our tests began with 
checking the clock and phase accuracy of each monitor's auto-alignment 
system through setting up black level, brightness and contrast. Tonal 
separation was then tested using a 64-step grey scale. Other tests ranged 
from blank screens to test the uniformity of the display, to high frequency 
test charts to check for sharpness and the lack of unwanted video noise 


and interference. With the growing 
popularity of digital photography, 
we also checked the 

screens for accurate 

colour rendition at a 

colour temperature of | 

6,500K and, where || 
available, sRGB. 

Assessments were 

made using test 

charts and a series 

of specially chosen 

digital images 

taken on a Nikon 

D70 digital SLR. 


BENO FP783 





PRICE £354 (£301 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Simply Computers 0870 727 2110 


INFO www.beng.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


his is a monitor that almost 

comes in kit form. Not only is 
there a clip-off, clip-on back cover 
for hiding away the cables, but there 
are a couple of extras in the box that 
you can attach to the basic monitor 
if you want to use them. The first of 
these is a surprisingly pleasant- 
sounding speaker panel, featuring 
SRS simulated surround sound 
audio, which clips onto the 


underside of the main monitor panel. 


The second is a USB webcam, 
which plugs into a socket on the top 
of the screen once you've removed 
a blanking plate. It's a nice ‘one size 
fits all’ idea, with the FP783 offering a 
clean, uncluttered look or a full- 
featured multimedia monitor, 
depending on your preference. 

Even the monitors base unit is 
quite a design statement but, while 
you'll either love or hate the looks, 
theres no getting away from the fact 
that the range of possibilities it offers 
is Somewhat rudimentary. There are 
no height or swivel adjustments on 
offer, just plain old tilt. Even so, it’s 
nice and solid on the desk and the 
curvy looks match the monitor itself 
very well. 
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Picture quality is very good, but 
even though the contrast is just 
about right in the 50 per cent 
position, the brightness is a touch 
overbearing and needs taking back 
to about 40 per cent for best effect. 
Colour rendition is accurate, 
especially for vivid colours, though 
skin tones can tend to look slightly 
washed out. Switching to DVD movie 
watching or game play, you can take 
advantage of the BenQ's super-fast 
12ms response time, which will keep 
up with anything that Hollywood 
special effects departments can 
throw at it. 


Value 00000000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance 00000000 











ACER AL1721HS 


PRICE £275 (£234 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Simply Computers 0870 727 2110 


INFO www.acer.co.uk WARRANTY One year 


Q: the cheaper end of the 1/in 
scale, the Acer ALI/2HS is 


nevertheless smartly turned out in 
silver and black, with a sturdy stand 
that manages to keep the monitor 
rock steady while also enabling easy 
tilt, swivel and height adjustments. At 
the lower edge of the bezel, a neat 
control strip is illuminated with blue 
and green icons, while the control 
buttons themselves are tucked away 
underneath. The overall effect of the 
styling and finish is that the Acer 
looks more than it costs. 

The menu system is intuitive, 
combining a well designed on- 
screen menu system with four of the 
five main control buttons, one of 
which also offers direct access to the 
auto-tune feature. Automatic 
calibration of the screen wasnt as 
consistent as with most of the 
screens on test, but better than both 
of the Sharp monitors. Once correctly 
calibrated, the display image was 
free of any video noise or other 
unwanted attributes throughout all 
the test charts. 

The Acers picture is nothing if not 
lively. The default settings of 60 per 
cent for contrast and 80 per cent for 


crx P772L 





brightness might look good in a shop 
window, but are overpowering for 
home or office use. We had to knock 
both brightness and contrast levels 
back to just 30 per cent for the best 
picture quality and, even then, 
highlights tended to wash out slightly. 
Annoyingly, each time you switch 
from 6,500K to 9300K colour 
temperature settings, the brightness 
and contrast revert to their 80/60 per 
cent default settings. 

Not the best screen for highly 
accurate image-editing, the Acer still 
performs well in other areas, making 
it good value at the price. 


Features 00900000 
Performance 00900000 








PRICE £319 (£271 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Simply Computers 0870 727 2110 


INFO www.ctxeurope.com WARRANTY Three years 


Q: a 17in LCD monitor, the CTX 
is fairly typical fare, with a 260 
cd/m? maximum brightness and 
nippy 16ms response time. The 
styling is good, with a two-tone 
silver and grey finish and a smart, 
horseshoe-shaped base, even if you 
have to screw it on to the monitor 
yourself using two screws. 

In most respects, the P//2L is a 
slightly scaled-down version of the 
19in CTX P9/2L, also on test. Apart 
from looking almost identical, it 
features the same intuitive menu 
system and simple controls for 
brightness and contrast. Another plus 
is that, like the larger version, the 
auto-tune feature worked flawlessly 
to calibrate the monitor perfectly. 

A noticeable difference between 
the two CTX models is that this 17in 
screen needed to be set-up with its 
contrast and brightness levels fairly 
high to give decent picture quality, 
The 19in version had no such failing. 
In other respects, the image quality 
was excellent throughout our 
complete run of test charts and 
digital photos. 

The monitor is also good for DVD 
movie display, with adjustments 





available for saturation, tint and so 
on, just as on the 19in CTX. Theres 
also a pair of built-in speakers but, 
as with most LCD screens, these 
sound fairly tinny and are best 
avoided for anything other than 
email notifications and other 
Windows system bleeps. 

Along with styling, colour, menu 
system and build quality, the other 
close similarity between the two CTX 
screens is the pricing. The P772L is 
pretty reasonable value for a 1/in 
screen, but you only have to pay an 
extra £24 for the 19in version, which 
puts this monitor firmly in the shade. 








Eizo FlexScan L568 


PRICE £399 (£340 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Kamplett.co.uk 0870 872 7107 


INFO www.eizo.co.uk WARRANTY Five years 


T Y of the three things that 
really stand out about the 


FlexScan L568 are its ultra-thin bezel 
and its monster contrast ratio of 
1,000:1. Its not all good news, 
however, as the third thing is its 
whopping £400 price tag, which 
makes this 17in LCD more expensive 
than some of the 19in LCDs on test. 

For this sort of money, you would 
expect something special in terms of 
picture quality, and the Eizo is 
certainly very good. Its remarkably 
uniform picture can be viewed from 
amazingly wide angles without 
much deterioration in quality and the 
screen excels in terms of colour 
balance and tonal separation. 

The versatility of the L568 is 
extended by its base unit, which 
offers full tilt, swivel and height 
adjustments, as well as enabling a 
90 degree pivot for portrait mode 
viewing. The ScreenManager menu 
system isnt the most intuitive 
around, but does offer a great 
degree of control over the picture, 
with an enormous selection of 
colour temperatures on offer, from 
4 000K up to 10,000K in 500K 
increments. However, this will be 


PHILIPS L7OB5 





superfluous to the vast majority of 
users and, more importantly, at the 
6,500K setting, the screen offers 
tremendous colour accuracy for 
image-editing. 

Another handy feature is the 
‘Mode’ control, which offers single- 
button cycling access through various 
viewing modes, including Picture, 
Movie, Custom, SRGB and Text. 

There are no added extras in the 
Eizo, So apart from the dual analogue 
and digital video inputs, theres no 
USB hub or built-in speakers. As 
good as the picture is, we still 
preferred the Sony in the 1/in class. 


0000000 
000000000 


Features 


Performance 








PRICE £241 (£206 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Microland Technology 0871 277 0366 


INFO www.philips.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


TT pith a low to middling price 
W point, the Philips 1/0B5 has a 


typical feature-set that includes dual 
analogue and digital video inputs, 

as well as built-in speakers and a 
headphone output. It also has a fairly 
attractive finish, with a slim bezel 
available in black, grey or silver. The 
quality of the finish on the circular 
base doesn't look quite so high, but 
at least it's functional; offering tilt, 
swivel and height adjustments, while 
providing a system for keeping 
cables neat and tidy. However, the 
monitor stand is somewhat prone 

to wobbling around if the desk is 
nudged, compared with other sturdier 
designs on test. 

A flick of the Auto’ button brought 
our review model into sharp focus at 
its native 1,280x1,024 resolution, with 
no trace of clock or phase errors on 
any of the test screens. The tonal 
range, brightness and contrast were 
also very good with the settings in 
the 50 per cent position. Colour 
rendition wasn't quite perfect, with 
the Philips going overboard with vivid 
hues at the expense of caring for 
subtle skin tones but, overall, the 
picture quality was very good. 


Colour temperature options 
include an original panel’ setting, as 
well as 6,500K, 9500K and ‘user 
preset’. Theres also an sRGB colour 
setting, though this seemed a little 
on the bright side on our test 
sample. All of the colour controls are 
available via an extremely intuitive 
and straightforward on-screen menu 
system that enables easy access 
to all of the monitors alternative 


set-up parameters. 

The 1/0B5 offers fairly good 
image quality at the price, but there's 
nothing to make it really stand out 
from the crowd. 
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LCD MONITORS 


NYAMA ProLite E435s 


PRICE £234 (£199 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Microdirect 0870 444 4456 


INFO www.iiyama.co.uk WARRANTY One year 


he bezel and stand of the 
ProLite E435s are chunky and 

rounded compared with most of 
today’s super-slick monitor designs, 
and this, coupled with the off- 
mushroom colour of its finish, give it 
the look of a 1960s throwback. 
Theres nothing retro about the 
specification, however, and liyamas 
newest 17in LCD boasts a class- 
leading and blisteringly fast 10ms 
response time. You also get both 
analogue and digital video inputs 
and built-in speakers. On the face of 
it, the E435s looks like great value. 

During our tests, the good news 
continued with a razor-sharp display 
leaping to the screen with one touch 
of the auto set-up button. After this, 
the monitor sailed through all the 
high frequency test charts without a 
trace of unwanted video attributes. 

Sadly, while the response time is 
more than fast enough to cope with 
anything you can throw at the 
screen, theres bad news when it 
comes to brightness. In spite of fairly 
average maximum brightness and 
contrast specifications (350cd/m? and 
350:1) the actual brightness level was 
monstrously high, even with a 


SHARP LL-172G 





PRICE £249 (£212 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Digi UK 01386 55 6633 
INFO www.sharp.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


he 17in Sharp looks a million 
dollars in spite of a bargain 
basement price tag that makes one 
of the cheapest monitors on test. A 
beautifully slick design combines a 
two-tone silver and black bezel, 
complete with control buttons neatly 
hidden underneath, and a solid 
Stand that saves space. Another nice 
touch is that the stand isn't only 
height adjustable, but locks in place, 
keeping it rock-solid on the desk. 

Setting up the LCD was more 
difficult than it should have been, 
with repeated stabs at the auto-tune 
function being required to tune in 
the clock and phase settings of the 
display. Once done, however, the 
image was pin-sharp and stable. 
Further adjustments are enabled by 
a slightly tricky menu system, which 
features both ‘Mode’ and ‘Menu’ 
buttons. The ‘Mode’ switch cycles 
through picture settings, such as 
Standard, Office, Vivid and sRGB, 
while the ‘Menu’ button is there for 
the finer points, such as black level 
and contrast, white balance and so 
on. Even more confusingly, you have 
to access the brightness adjustment 
via the volume controls. 










setting of just 40 per cent. The high 
brightness might make the monitor 
look great in a shop window but, 
indoors at home or in the office, it 
can quite literally be a real headache. 
To get a more sensible brightness 
level, we ended up turning the wick 
down to about 15 per cent, but at this 
setting, while the brightness is easier 
to live with, the colour temperature 
goes horribly blue. The combination 
of these factors make the liyama a 
poor choice for photo-editing, or any 
other application where you need 
accurate colour at a moderate 
brightness level. 


Value 0090000 
Features 0090000 


Performance 00900 
OVERALL (5) 








Colour rendition is good but, to 
be picky, colour is very slightly cool in 
standard mode and a bit on the 
warm side in sRGB. Contrast can also 
be tricky to set up in conjunction with 
the black level control, making the 
Sharp a little troublesome in use if 
youre after absolute accuracy. 

For the price, the LL-1/2G is an 
extremely stylish screen with a very 
good all-round performance, 
including a particularly fast response 
time. As long as you're prepared to 
spend a few extra minutes tweaking 
the settings, its top value and an 
excellent buy. 


Value 00900000000 


Features 009000000 





Performance 009000000 
OVERALL 8) 
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sony SDM-S/4B 


PRICE £305 (£260 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2947 
INFO www.sony.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


rom the early days of Trinitron 
TV sets, Sony has been setting 
the standard for colour displays, and 
the SDM-S/4B continues this rich 
heritage. Like most monitors at the 
price, the Sony features dual inputs 
for analogue and digital video feeds, 
though theres no other finery, such 
as built-in speakers or a USB hub. 
Instead, all the attention is focused 
on the picture quality which, for our 
money, is just where you want it. 

Using a three-way adjustment for 
contrast, brightness and backlight 
settings, you can tailor the tonal 
range of the picture with a high 
degree of accuracy. The system also 
enables real depth in near-blacks of 
images — something traditionally 
difficult for LCD displays. It's a similar 
system to that used by Sharp, but it's 
much easier to set up on the Sony, 

Various colour temperatures are 
simple to select from the menu 
system, and the SDM-S/4B also has 
three different gamma settings. For 
the environmentally aware, theres a 
variety of ‘Eco’ modes with high, 
medium and low wattage options, 
as well as a user-defined setting. 
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Around the back of the monitor, a 
cover plate slides up and down to 
enable access to the connection 
sockets and to hide unsightly cables 
from view. This is complemented by 
a snap-on stand cover, so that you 
can feed cables right through to the 
bottom of the base unit. 

Overall, the Sony is almost 
impossible to fault. It may not have 
the size advantage of the 19in 
screens, but since it offers the same 
resolution and the outright picture 
quality is so fabulous, the SDM-S/4B 
would be top of our shopping list. 


Value 00000090000 
Features KAAKAA AA 0) 
Performance 0090000000 











As seen on TV 


LCD TV aims to own your office and living room 


An exciting departure from regular LCD computer monitors 
comes in the shape of LCD TV, crossing the borders of office 
and living room to offer spectacular quality for all your 
viewing needs in one box. Typical of the new breed is Dell's 
W2600 26in widescreen LCD TV, reviewed separately in this 
issue. Capable of displaying sharp computer images and high 
definition TV broadcasts, as well as doing justice to games 
consoles and DVD players, it's a case of one size fitting all. 
With a typical cost of around £1,500 for a 26 to 30in LCD TV, 
the technology works out slightly cheaper than larger plasma 
TV sets, but the image quality is noticeably better, with slightly 
better reproduction of blacks. Unlike cathode ray tubes, neither 
LCD nor plasma gives a perfectly black display but, when you 
consider that regular movie film suffers from the same 
problem, it's not as big a drawback as you might think at first. 
As with straightforward computer monitors, LCD TVs work best 
at their native resolution which, in most cases, is either 1,280x768 
pixels or 1,280x720 pixels. This means that the screen has to do 
some clever resampling of source images on-the-fly to fit the input 
signal to the screen. For example, lower resolutions of TV signals, 


DVDs, VCRs and camcorders need to be ‘upsampled’ to generate the 
extra resolution, while high definition TV signals need to be 
‘downsampled’. Both of these procedures require complex and fast 
processing so, with cheaper models, it’s not surprising to find that 
resampling can be inferior, leading to poorer image quality. 

Again, as with plasma screens, LCD TV technology requires a 
substantial outlay, so the lifetime of the device is a major issue. 
Here, LCD systems win through because, whereas the average life 


LCD MONITORS 


viewsonic VG/12S 


PRICE £278 (£237 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Scan Computers 0870 755 4747 
INFO www.viewsoniceurope.com/uk WARRANTY Three years zii 


Q out in silver, black and 
chrome, this 17in ViewSonic 
looks a quality monitor even before 
you power it up. Around the back, 
there are dual inputs for analogue 
and digital video connections, as 
well as an audio input to feed the 
two slightly better than average 
sounding built-in speakers. The 
Stand comes complete with a clip-on 
panel that hides all the plugs and 
sockets away, giving the ViewSonic 
a clean and tidy look. 

The VG/12s has a bright, yet 
accurate, picture with contrast and 
brightness set at around the 50 per 
cent mark. This is just as well, as the 
brightness control seems to have 
little effect on the picture, though 
changing the contrast setting has a 
much more pronounced effect. 

Colour temperature options are 
wide-ranging, with plenty of choices 
on offer, apart from the ubiquitous 
9300K and 6,500K setting. You also 
get an sRGB option, as well as a 
customised ‘user defined’ setting to 
play with. At 6,500K, colour accuracy 
was reasonably good on our test 
model, and we certainly had no 





need to resort to tinkering with any 
of the customisable settings. 

The ViewSonic has a large 
amount of buttons sprawled out 
across the front bezel, and also 
makes light work of volume 
adjustments and switching between 
analogue and digital video inputs. 

For those on a tight budget, the 
ViewSonic has a lot to offer, weighing 
in as one of the cheapest monitors 
we tested. Its attractive styling, good 
picture quality and all-round 
performance saw it only narrowly 
missing out on our Value award. 


Value 0090000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance 009000000 



















expectancy of a plasma screen is about 20,000 
hours, you can expect to get somewhere around 50,000 hours 
of use from an LCD TV. 

15in to 17in LCD TVs are already commonplace, with prices 
starting at about £350. However, you can expect to see many larger, 
widescreen format combined LCD TV computer monitors coming on 


stream this year. MR 
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crx P972L 


LCD MONITORS 


PRICE £338 (£288 ex VAT) SUPPLIER DCS 0844 448 4478 


INFO www.ctxeurope.com WARRANTY Three years 


Fhe a 19in display, the brand 
new CTX P9/2 takes up little 


Space, thanks to its neat horseshoe- 
shaped base. Even so, the stand is 
fully tilt, swivel and height adjustable 
and the monitor can also pivot 
through 90 degrees for portrait 
orientation viewing. Theres a choice 
of analogue and digital video inputs, 
as well as an audio socket to feed 
the internal speakers, so the CTX 
covers all the bases, while being the 
cheapest 19in LCD on test. 

In the past, we've been critical 
of the colour accuracy of some CTX 
monitors, but this one is good. The 
basic options offer only 9300K and 
6,500K for colour temperature, but 
you also get a user-defined option 
as well as a ‘Motion Picture’ mode. 
This allows for a surprisingly wide 
range of adjustments, including 
Saturation, tint, flesh tones and black 
level — hours of fun. 

In our tests, the P9/2 fell short of 
perfection in its tonal separation 
results. The screen image tended to 
either wash out very slightly in 
highlight areas or to blend dark areas 
into black, no matter how much we 


PHILIPS 190S5 


PRICE £288 (£245 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Savastore 0870 027 0900 
INFO www.philips.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


hilips has just revamped its 

190S5 19in LCD and it now 
boasts a high /00:1 maximum 
contrast ratio, as well as a speedy 
12ms response time. This 
combination of factors combined 
make it ideal for watching DVD 
movies or playing games, but the 
screen has a serious side as well. 

After faultlessly adjusting itself 
to perfect calibration with a single 
touch of the auto-tune button, the 
Philips continued to impress with Its 
brightness and contrast. While you 
have to turn the controls for both of 
these down quite a way for photo 
accuracy, theres plenty of power in 
reserve, if needed. And, whats more, 
the Philips seems to be able to 
produce really bright, high-contrast 
pictures without losing much detail 
in highlights or shadows. 

For colour rendition, there are 
the normal 6,500K and 9300K colour 
Settings on offer, as well as SRGB, 
‘user-defined’ and ‘original panel’ 
options. In our tests, we found the 
colours to be spot-on in the 6,500K 
setting and ideal for image-editing, 
while the ‘original panel colour’ 
offered a good compromise 
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tried to fine tune the brightness and 
contrast settings. This could be 
annoying for digital photo purists but, 
for general purpose use, the levels of 
brightness, contrast and colour on 
offer are more than sufficient. 

Another plus point is that the 
auto-tune feature worked first time 
with perfect precision on our test 
sample, producing a perfectly crisp 
image over the whole display. The 
P9/2L combines a very neat and 
compact design with good overall 
performance, and represents great 
value for money. 
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Features 


Performance 








between this and the somewhat 
bluer 9300K option. 

Styling is fairly similar to the 1/in 
Philips 1/0B5, also on test, but under 
the skin, the 190S5 is lacking in a few 
areas. For example, theres no swivel 
or height adjustment in the base — 
only tilt. Also, unlike the 17in model, 
there are no built-in speakers or even 
a digital video input. All you get is 
the bog standard analogue D-Sub 
connector. However, these issues 
aside, if youre after a 19in screen that 
simply gives outstanding picture 
quality for under £350, the Philips is 
a strong contender. 





LG ELECTRONICS L1980U 


PRICE £399 (£340 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Microdirect 0870 444 4456 


INFO www.lge.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 





0O a thing of beauty. With an 
ultra-thin bezel and chrome 


polo mint base, the L1980U also has 
touch-sensitive buttons hidden away 
under the lower edge of the case to 
reduce clutter, and a smartly 
illuminated on/off button that glows 
blue when on and orange when in 
standby. The base unit isn't just for 
looks, either, and features height 
adjustment as well as a 90 degree 
pivot for portrait and landscape 
viewing. Better still, the screen is 
clever enough to adjust the display 
orientation automatically as you 
pivot through 90 degrees. 

In our tests, a single press of the 
autoset’ button was enough to bring 
the display to a razor-sharp image, 
without further adjustments. A super- 
fast 12ms response time is wasted 
for general office duties, but makes 
the monitor ideal for watching DVD 
movies and game play as well. 

The 700:1 maximum contrast ratio 
gives a bold display with vivid colour 
to match. This is great for those who 
like a lively picture, but digital 
photographers will be ultimately 
disappointed. On our review sample, 


RELISYS TLO95A 





it was Impossible to calm down the 
colour and contrast enough to give 
an accurate picture, which makes the 
L1890U a poor choice for serious 
image-editing, especially if you want 
photo prints to bear more than a 
passing resemblance to what you 
see on-screen. 

Overall, the brand new LI980U is 
best suited to the style-conscious 
who put a priority on the looks of 
their equipment. However, photo 
realism aside, the LG is an excellent 
performer for general office work, 
game play or a trip to the movies. 


Features 009000000 
Performance 00900000 








PRICE £282 (£240 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Microdirect 0870 44 4456 


INFO www.relisys.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


he Relisys looks good on 
paper for a 19in LCD, with a 
high maximum brightness level of 
300cd/m2 and a maximum contrast 
ratio of /00:1. However, in our tests, 
the screen image was lacklustre 
compared with other models in the 
Lab Test, even with brightness and 
contrast settings adjusted close to 
their maximum levels. 

After wed auto-tuned the 
monitor, sharpness and accuracy 
were good on our test sample, with 
acceptable performance throughout 
all the test charts. Colour options 
include 6,500K, 7500K, 9300K and a 
‘user-defined’ setting, though theres 
no specific sRGB option. Under 
scrutiny, colour balance was fairly 
good at 6,500K, but vivid colours 
tended to look muted. 

Another area in which the Relisys 
doesnt quite manage to live with the 
17in and 19in crowd is in terms of 
speed, offering the slowest response 
time on test, at 25ms. Even so, it 
managed to give reasonable results 
for DVD movie display and gaming. 

The simple, circular base unit is 
sturdy and has the advantage of 
combining both analogue and digital 








video inputs, the audio input, 
headphone output and power socket 
right at the bottom at the back. This 
enables easy connection while 
keeping clutter to a minimum. On the 
front of the base unit is the main on/ 
off switch, as well as four touch- 
sensitive buttons for controlling menu 
options and speaker volume. A trick 
feature is that the buttons illuminate 
as your finger comes into close 
proximity to them, though we 

found them too easy to activate 
accidentally. With merely adequate 
performance, the Relisys isn't the 
best choice for the money. 








SAMSUNG SyncMaster 193P 


PRICE £444 (£378 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Digi UK 01386 55 6633 


INFO www.samsungelectronics.co.uk WARRANTY Three years _ 


amsung’s new SyncMaster 193P 

bears more than a passing 
resemblance to the LG 19in on test, 
especially from the back, where its 
pivot stand system and connector 
panel are built into the bottom of the 
base unit. However, looking closer, 
there are more differences than 
similarities. For starters, the polo mint 
base is swapped for a more solid 
unit that offers swivel as well as tilt 
and height. We'll come to the pros 
and cons of this later. 

Another big difference between 
the Samsung and LG monitors, is 
that the Samsung has no picture 
adjustment buttons on its case. All 
the adjustments have to be made 
through software using Samsung's 
Magiclune and MagicBright 
programs, for changing the colour 
settings, contrast, brightness and 
calibration from the PC. The system 
works well, especially for colour 
matching screen and printer, but we 
would prefer the hands-on approach 
offered by buttons on the monitor. 

Continuing the ‘magic’ theme, 
theres also a MagicStand fitted to 
the screen, though its more like 


sony SDM-HS94PB 


PRICE £499 (£425 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2947 
INFO www.sony.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


imply stunning, the new 19in 

SDM-HS94PB makes use of 
Sony's new X-Black display 
technology (see the ‘LCD technology’ 
boxout), which aims to improve 
clarity and contrast while widening 
viewing angles. The monitor more 
than lives up to Sony's claims. 

As a design exercise, the SDM is 
beautifully turned out, with a 
gracefully curving base unit, neat 
circular stand and immaculate black 
and charcoal finish. All the control 
buttons are hidden away under the 
front bezel, giving access to a simple 
yet highly effective menu system. 

In its default modes, the Sony 
has three selectable backlight 
settings (high, middle and low), each 
with corresponding levels of contrast 
and brightness. These are set 
automatically, but theres also a full 
manual option for setting your own 
choice of backlight, contrast and 
brightness. In addition to this, theres 
the choice of 9300K and 6,500K 
colour temperatures, as well as sRGB, 
user-defined colour and three 
gamma settings. 

Colour rendition is spectacular, 
from the subtleness of pastel shades 


eS 





black magic. Unlike the solid LG 
option, the counter-balance in the 
stand of our Samsung test sample 
simply wasnt strong enough to 
support the weight of the monitor. 
After a short period of time, the 
screen started sinking downwards 
until the bottom edge was just a few 
millimetres from the desk — very 
annoying (and dangerous). 

In spite of its good all-round 
picture quality, and even assuming 
Samsung manages to sort out its 
sinking feeling, the 193P doesn't do 
enough to justify the high price. 


Features 00900000 
Performance 00900000 
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and skin tones to the most bright 
and vivid hues. Tonal separation is 
equally good, with clearly defined 
detail in the lightest and darkest 
areas of an Image, as well as 
everything in between. 

At £499 the Sony is a lot more 
expensive than most 19in LCD 
monitors. However, if you want great 
looking DVD movie performance and 
digital photos that look glossy and 
lifelike on screen, the X-Black 
technology makes this LCD well 
worth the extra outlay. Even so, for 
general purpose, workaday office 
tasks, its hard to justify the expense. 


Value 00000000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance 00900000000 








LCD MONITORS 


SHARP LL-191A 


PRICE £399 (£340 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Multimedia Direct 0870 235 1000 


INFO www:sharp.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 


©: the face of it, the LL-191A is a 
reasonably priced 19in LCD, 
especially as it shares the same eye- 
catching design as the Sharp 1/in 
model, also in our round-up. 
However, it also shares a couple of 
its failings, in that the auto-tune 
feature was hit and miss in our tests, 
usually requiring some manual 
control tweaking to get the 
calibration adjusted properly. The 
menu system is also identical, and 
could be slightly more intuitive. 

The monitor redeems itself in 
picture quality, with a bright colourful 
display for general purpose work, 
which is easily tamed for more 
accurate photo-editing requirements. 
Indeed, switching from ‘Standard’ 
mode to sRGB is all that’s required. 

Look a little deeper and you can 
see how Sharp has managed to 
achieve the low price of the LL-19]A. 
Unlike almost all of the latest 19in 
LCDs, theres only a single analogue 
video input with no concessions to a 
digital feed. This ultimately means a 
lack of future-proofing, even if youre 
not using a digital video output from 
your PC already. 





On the plus side, the display is 
quite rugged. Our review sample had 
evidently been dropped or similarly 
mistreated in its past life, suffering an 
impact strong enough to bend its 
base unit. It was listing to one side 
on the desk, like a ship taking on 
water. Even so, the display itself 
showed no ill effects and the picture 
quality was perfectly crisp. We 
suspect a CRT monitor wouldn't have 
fared quite so well. 

The Sharp offers good image 
quality and a fast response time at 
the price, making it a reasonable buy. 


Features 0090000 
Performance 009000000 


nec MultiSync LCD2180UX 


PRICE £1,049 (£893 ex VAT) SUPPLIER NEC Monitors-online.co.uk 087 
INFO www.nec.co.uk WARRANTY Three years nee 


he first of our Zlin LCDs on test, 
the NEC is built like a battleship 
and is almost as heavy; weighing in 
at 11Kg. The price tag is also quite a 
whopper, highlighting the gulf 
between mainstream 17in or 19in 
LCDs and the still comparatively rare 
2lin models. To be blunt, you could 
get four perfectly good 17in screens 
for the price of just one of these NEC 
monitors. What youre paying for here 
is the high native resolution of 
1,600x1,200 pixels, which will appeal 
to multi-tasking office professionals, 
accountants with giant spreadsheets 
and professional photographers. 

Moving into the realms of colour 
rendition and tonal range, the NEC 
performs extremely well. There are 
five default colour temperatures on 
offer, as well as a ‘native’ setting and 
fully programmable option. The 
6,500K setting doubles up as an 
SRGB colour space option, ideal for 
digital photo-editing. 

In our tests, the NEC showed a 
remarkably uniform brightness in all 
areas of the display, with the bonus 
of little variation when viewed from 
a wide range of angles, both 
vertically and horizontally. Theres 
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plenty of brightness in reserve as 
well — at 100 per cent, you can 
almost feel yourself tanning under 
the monitors light. 

The styling of the screen is 
businesslike, as opposed to the more 
consumer-conscious look of other 
LCDs on test, with a slab of a base 
unit that makes short work of tilt, 
swivel, height and even 90 degree 
pivot functions. In fact, the sturdy 
build quality is more in keeping with 
the parent company’s reputation for 
off-road 4x4s. lts a beast of a 
monitor, with superb high-resolution 
image quality, but at a huge price. 





Features 009000000 


Performance 0090000000 
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viewsonic VP211B 


PRICE £985 (£838 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Simply Computers 0870 727 2110 


INFO www.viewsoniceurope.com/uk WARRANTY Three years 


big bruiser of a 21in screen, the 

ViewSonic looks imposing with 
its all-black finish. The monitor is 
perched on a surprisingly minimalist 
Stand, but the base unit does a good 
job of keeping the monitor steady, in 
spite of being fully adjustable for tilt, 
swivel, height and 90 degree rotation 
for portrait view. Unlike most current 
monitors, theres also a 4-in-1 USB 
hub built into the case, which just 
might come in handy. 

In spite of offering reasonable 
value for a 2lin screen, the colour 
rendition, brightness and contrast are 
all good, though the screen isn't 
quite a match for the NEC 21in screen 
on test. However, for viewing digital 
photos or DVD movies, the image 
quality does have a natural look 
about it. The screen is pleasing on 
the eye and accurate enough, 
especially in 6,500K colour 
temperature mode, to ensure that 
photo prints should look the same 
as they do on-screen. 

A simple menu system operates 
from four of the main front panel 
buttons, with a clear on-screen 
display of whats going on. The only 


LCD technology 


slight hiccup is that, like the 1/in 
Sony, the black-on-black buttons and 
legend can make it hard to find the 
right button for any given job. 

The ViewSonic shares the 21in 
NECS healthy appetite for pixels, with 
a 1,600x1,200 native resolution. Again, 
this is great for multi-tasking as well 
as for viewing high-definition photos. 
Even so, the overall picture quality 
isn't as good as some of the 19in 
displays in this Lab Test, so its only 
worth the extra outlay if you simply 
have to have the high resolution and 
can't bear a CRI monitor. 


Value 000000 
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The future's bright, the futures black 


Modern LCD screens use a TFT (Thin-Film 
Transistor) array. These rely on a matrix of liquid 


crystal cells, with a trio of cells filtered red, green 
and blue, making up each pixel. When an electrical 
charge is applied to each crystal, it ‘untwists’ to a 
precise degree, enabling more light to pass through 


it in relation to the charge that’s applied. This 
enables control of brightness and colour for each 
tri-coloured pixel and, ultimately, the generation of 


the complete screen image. 


One of the most innovative recent developments 
in LCD display technology is Sony’s X-Black system. 
Originally designed for use on laptop PCs, the 
challenge was to provide an LCD display that gave 
higher brightness levels. It’s a worthy pursuit, when 
you think that conventional LCD displays only 





LCD MONITORS 


BENQ FP937S 


PRICE £389 (£331 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Simply Computers 0870 727 2110 


INFO www.beng.co.uk WARRANTY Three years 





or with BenQ's 17in LCD 
on test, the 19in FP93/s looks a 
much more businesslike proposition. 
You dont get any of the home 
comforts, like the clip-on webcam 
and SRS speaker panel. Even the 
control buttons and stand design are 
much more utilitarian and office-like. 
Indeed, the control buttons look 
quite ordinary, and the rudimentary 
stand offers neither swivel nor height 
adjustments, just basic tilt alterations. 
Theres also no pivot facility for 
portrait mode viewing. 

While the overall style and 
design are notably different to its 
1/in sibling, the FP93/s does share 
the smaller BenQ’s super-quick 
response time of Just 12ms, making 
the screen a good choice for fast- 
paced DVD movies and game play. 
However, its a better choice for 
digital image-editing than its smaller 
sibling, with better colour accuracy 
and tonal range performance. 

The ‘plain English’ on-screen 
menu shies away from detailing 
colour temperatures, with ‘Bluish’ and 
‘Reddish’ options up for grabs. The 
‘Reddish’ setting equates to 6,500K 


Metal cathode 


Electron transport layer 
Organic emitters 
Hole injection layer 


Light output 





while the ‘Bluish’ option is a cooler 
9300K intended for CAD/CAM work. 
Theres also an sRGB setting, which 
should be very similar to the 
‘Reddish’ option but was rather on 
the bright-side on our test model. 

In testing, accuracy of the auto- 
tune feature was good, bringing the 
screen into sharp focus in all the test 
charts, with no unwanted video 
effects being present on any of the 
displays. However, as good as the 
picture quality is, the FP93/s is an 
extremely expensive LCD considering 
the lack of advanced features. 


Features 00900000 
Performance KAKAA Ks) 








Glass Substrate 





manage to transmit around two per cent of the illumination available 
from the CCF (cold cathode fluorescent) lamps built into the back of the 
screen, behind the LCD matrix itself. Now available in some of Sony's 
desktop monitors as well as laptops, like the SDM-HS94PB screen on 
test, X-Black technology not only produces greater brightness, but also 
provides for wider viewing angles and greater contrast. The anti- 
reflective filter used in traditional LCD screens has also been removed, 
enabling greater image clarity, better sharpness and more vivid colour, 
at the expense of a more reflective screen surface. 

Sony doesn't have the new technology all to itself in the laptop 
market, with the likes of HP and Toshiba using similar systems. 
However, Sony is currently the only manufacturer employing the 


system in desktop LCD displays. We're sure that more suppliers will be 
following their lead very shortly. 

The main technology to rival LCD in the foreseeable future is OLED 
(Organic Light-Emitting Diode). This particular technology is already 
used in some handheld devices, as the main benefit of OLED is that it 
requires no backlighting, and therefore the current drain is much lower. 
This alone makes it a very attractive proposition for laptop 
manufacturers. Compared with LCD screens, OLED technology also 
features the capacity for increased brightness, faster response times, 
lighter weight, greater durability and a much broader range of possible 
operating temperatures. For mainstream desktop display use, 
however, OLED is still a long way off. MR 
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DETAILS 
Make and model Acer AL1721HS BenQ FP783 CTX P772L Eizo FlexScan L568 liyama ProLite Philips 170B5 Sharp LL-172G Sony SDM-S74B ViewSonic VG712s 
E435s 
Price (ex VAT) £275 (£234) £321 (£273) £299 (£255) £433 (£369) £263 (£224) £289 (£246) £255 (£217) £289 (£246) £275 (£234) 
Supplier 0870 727 2110 0870 727 2110 0870 727 2110 08708 72 7107 0870 444 4456 0871 277 0366 01386 55 6633 0870 511 1999 0870 755 4747 
Info www.acer.co.uk www.beng.co.uk = www.ctxeurope.com www.eizo.co.uk www.iiyama.co.uk www.philips.co.uk © www.sharp.co.uk = wwwssony.co.uk  www.viewsoniceurope 
= .com/uk 
Warranty 1 year 3 years 3 years 5 years 1 year 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 
DISPLAY 
Screen size 17in 17in 17in 17in 17in 17in 17in 17in 17in 
Native resolution 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 
Dot pitch 0.264mm 0.264mm 0.264mm 0.264mm 0.264mm 0.264mm 0.264mm 0.264mm 0.264mm 
Contrast ratio 450:1 500:1 500:1 1,000:1 350:1 450:1 450:1 500:1 = 500:1 
Brightness 260cd/m? 300cd/m? 260cd/m? 250cd/m? 350cd/m? 250cd/m? 300cd/m? 250cd/m? 300cd/m? 
Response time 16ms 12ms 16ms 20ms 10ms 16 ms 16 ms 15ms 12ms 
Horizontal viewing 140° 160° 160° 178° 160° 150° 160° 160° 140° 
Vertical viewing 140° 160° 160° 178° 120° 140° 160° 160° 160° 
CONNECTIONS 
Video inputs 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
Analog D-Sub Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Digital DVI Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
S-Video No No No No No No No No No 
AV Composite No No No No No No No No No 
USB hub No Yes No No No No No No No 
Speakers Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No Yes 
Mains adaptor External External Internal Internal External Internal Internal Internal External 


PHYSICAL 


Dimensions(WxHxD) 377x391x154mm 389x389x250mm 380x503x198mm 362x408x205mm 387x408x212mm = 375x431x210mm 374x368x236mm 368x414x216mm 378x405x210mm 














Weight 5.0Kg 5.2Kg 6.6Kg 49Kg 3.5Kg 48Kg 5.6Kg 54Kg 5.3Kg 
Stand adjustments Tilt/Swivel/Height Tilt Tilt/Height/Swivel — Tilt/Swivel/Height Tilt Tilt/Swivel/Height — Tilt/Height Tilt Tilt/Swivel 
Pivot:portrait mode No No Yes Yes No No No No No 

Other colours Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

VESA wall mount Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 


PC verdict @ PC verdict O PC verdict @ PC (Tala 6) PC Trait a 5) PC verdict @ PC verdict O PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 


Fast enough to fool the eye 
Does ‘response time’ really matter? 


In this Lab Test, we've covered LCD panels with response times ranging 
from 25ms right down to 10ms and, as a general rule, the lower the 
response time, the better. An LCD's response time is defined by the 
time it takes the pixels on the TFT panel to change colour. If an LCD has 
a response time greater than 25ms, the pixels can't change fast enough 
to keep up with rapidly moving images. This results in ‘ghosting’ or 
streaking effects across the screen, which is particularly noticeable in 
games or movie playback. 
So what's an ideal response time for a good LCD panel? Again, 
anything under 25ms should be good enough, but it's not a simple 
case of a 15ms display being better than one that's rated at 12ms. We 
defy anyone to point out the difference between screens with a 
response time of 16ms and under. As far as the human eye is 
concerned, there's virtually no difference. It's why a 15ms model beats Of course, you still can't beat a CRT for response time, viewing 
the 10ms and the 12ms screens here. It's also why weve not jumping angle, resolution and contrast. But an LCD will give you better picture 
with excitement at the news that Samsung has launched a 19in panel quality, superb brightness and the small footprint that many people 
(the SM913N) with a fast 8ms response time. demand for their viewing experience. DE 
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BenQ FP937s CTX P972L LG L1980U Philips 190S5 Relisys TL995A Samsung Sharp LL-191A Sony SDM-HS94PB NEC MultiSync ViewSonic VP211B 
SyncMaster 193P LCD2180UX 

£490 (£417) £323 (£275) £399 (£340) £349 (£297) £349 (£297) £460 (£391) £345 (£294) £499 (£425) £1,149 (£978) £875 (£745) 

0870 727 2110 0844 448 4478 0870 444 4456 0870 027 0900 0870 44 4456 01386 55 6633 0870 235 1000 0207 365 2947 0871 288 4061 0870 727 2110 

www.beng.co.uk = www.ctxeurope.com www.lge.co.uk www.philips.co.uk www.elisys.co.uk = www.samsung www.sharp.co.uk § www.sony.co.uk www.nec.co.uk www.viewsoniceurope. 
electronics.co.uk com/uk 

3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 3 years 

19in 19in 19in 19in 19in 19in 19in 19in 21in 21in 

1280x1024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,600x1,200 1,600x1,200 

0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.294mm 0.270mm 0.270mm 

450:1 450:1 700:1 700:1 700:1 800:1 500:1 500:1 500:1 600:1 

250cd/m? 250cd/m? 250cd/ms? 250cd/ms? 300cd/ms? 250cd/m? 220cd/m? 400cd/m? 250cd/m? 250cd/m? 

12ms 16ms 12ms 12ms 25ms 20ms 16ms 12ms 20ms 25ms 

130° 140° 160° 160° 170° 178° 160° 170° 176° 170° 

130° 135° 160° 160° 170° 178° 160° 170° 176° 170° 

2 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 3 2 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes (x2) Yes 

No No No No No No No No No No 

No No No No No No No No No No 

No No No No No No No No No Yes 

No Yes No No Yes No No No No No 

Internal Internal External External External External Internal Internal Internal Internal 


415x426x180mm 430x410x190mm 424x418x260mm 424x418x260mm = 425x422x195mm 424x418x260mm 419x409x213mm 480x440x260mm 467x391x200mm 476x492x267mm 














74Kg 59Kg 70Kg 70Kg 5.5Kg 70Kg 78Kg 6.9Kg 11Kg 93Kg 

Tilt Tilt/Swivel/Height Tilt Tilt Tilt Tilt/Swivel Tilt Tilt/Swive/Height _‘Tilt/Swivel/Height — Tilt/Swivel/Height 
No Yes Yes No No Yes No No Yes Yes 

No No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 


PC ACAL 6) PC verdict O PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC ital ta a 6) PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC italia a 7) 





There's life in the old CRT yet : 
Beet More than display 
Slimmed down and Significantly cheaper a it will change your expectations of what a display should look like 


With the rise in TFT panel production and cheap prices for 15in and 
17in LCDs, youd be forgiven for thinking that old CRT technology is 
yesterday's news. Large CRT screens have survived the LCD invasion 
(specifically those with a diagonal of 21in and up), used by pro graphic 
designers and video editors who demand perfect colour balance. But if 
the chatter at the Flat Information Displays Conference in December 
2004 was any indication, the CRT is about to make a comeback. 

LG Philips Displays and Samsung have both announced the 
development of ultra-thin CRT displays, which will be able to offer 
superb picture quality in a much slimmer form factor. LG Philips 
Displays has a 30in TV with a depth of only 16in, while Samsung's 
new CRT model, dubbed ‘Vixlim’, (see right) will initially be used in 
large diameter televisions. The 32in TV, for example, is only 13.8in thick When this ‘thin CRT’ technology makes the transition to desktop 








compared to the 24in backside on a traditional CRT set. While both monitors, we'll face an interesting choice: do we opt for the slim, light 
these sets are still too large to be wall-mounted, they can offer higher and pin-sharp clarity of an LCD, or go for the slightly chubbier, colour- 
resolutions and better viewing angles than their LCD rivals, and at balanced, high-resolution of a new-wave CRT? Check out the Vixlim 
significantly cheaper prices. technology for yourself at www.vixlim.com. DE 
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lf you need to buy a new LCD, buy the best that you 
can afford from among these winners ... 
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Is it really worth the 
extra to ‘go large’? 


Let's get this straight once and for 
all — size matters. Why else would 
anyone be willing to pay almost 
twice the price for an LCD monitor 
that's a measly couple of extra 
inches on the diagonal? Indeed, 
when you consider the fact that 
19in screens run on exactly the 
same native resolution as their 
smaller 17in siblings, you're not 
getting much for the extra outlay 
on a 19in screen. Go a couple of 
inches larger still and a 21in LCD 
offers greater resolution, but the 
price is prohibitive unless you 
can't do without the extra pixels. 

In the real world, a 17in screen 
provides a perfectly acceptable 
text size for reading documents 
and spreadsheets at the normal 
100 per cent zoom setting in Word 
or Excel. On a 19in screen, you can 
just about get away with shrinking 
the display in office programs 
down to 75 per cent. 

While there's a gulf in asking 
price between the dearest 19in 
models and the cheapest 17in 
screens, you can still pick up a 
large screen without paying over 
the odds. For example, the 
ludicrously priced Eizo L568 17in 
screen costs a whopping £400, 
whereas the surprisingly well- 
performing CTX P972L costs just 
£338. These prices are based on 
average ‘street prices’ but, if you 
have a scout around on websites 
like www.pricerunner.co.uk, you 
may be able to pick up any of the 
screens even cheaper. 

While all of the screens on test 
performed extremely well, some 
models stood out from the crowd. 
Not for the first time, Sony was 
responsible for manufacturing our 
outright favourite LCD in the group, 
while its new X-Black 19in screen 
was a revelation. Even so, the gap 
between different manufacturers 
has closed significantly and even 
some of the cheapest monitors 
gave excellent image quality that 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Sony SDM-S/4B 


PRICE £289 (£246 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2947 
INFO wwwssony.co.uk 08/0 511 1999 
WARRANTY Three years 





ots of monitors these days do clever tricks. 

Some play squawky sounds through their tinny 
speakers, others pivot through 90 degrees for portrait 
mode viewing and some (though less than in the 
past) even pack a USB hub in their feature arsenal. 
The relatively humble Sony SDM-S/4B has none of 
these fancy frills. It just shows pictures on a 1/in 
screen from your choice of analogue or digital video 
input. However, it does this extremely well, with 


superb colour accuracy for vivid hues, pastel shades 
and skin tones alike, making it one of the two most 
lifelike displays in the group (the other ones a Sony, 
too). But for ultimate watchability, Sony's new 
X-Black technology is even better than this more 
conventional LCD, but we've taken value for money 
into account, which makes the SDM-S/4B our winner. 


PC verdict 00000090000 
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BEST VALUE 


Sharp LL-172G 


PRICE £255 (£217 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Digi UK 01386 55 6633 
INFO www.sharp.co.uk 0800 138 8879 
WARRANTY Three years 


BEST PERFORMER 


Sony SDM-HS94PB 


PRICE £499 (£425 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2947 
INFO www.sony.co.uk 08/0 511 1999 
WARRANTY Three years 


he Sharp LL-172G has an impressive 300cd/m/? Qe designed for laptop PC displays, Sony's 


maximum brightness, a high 450:1 contrast ratio 
and a fast l6ms response time, as well as good colour 
rendition, all for around £250. Thats less than youd have 
paid for most 15in LCDs a year ago. The auto-tune 
feature on our test model needed a couple of attempts 
to bring the display into perfect accuracy, but this is a 
small price to pay when youre saving nearly £200 
compared with certain other 1/in screens. A bargain! 


PC verdict 00000000 


revolutionary X-Black display has found a new 
home in this 19in monitor. The screen surface is much 
more reflective than conventional LCD panels, but there 
are big gains in brightness, clarity, sharpness and 
vibrancy of colour. In short, the picture quality is in a 


different league. The only reason it didn't get our Editor's 
Choice award is that, at £500, its an expensive option for 


general purpose computing. 


PC verdict @@ee0e0000 
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was more than good enough for 
general office duties, DVD- 
watching and game play. 
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We test nine of the best value memory upgrades, 
and explain all of the key technologies now available 


few years ago, PC memory was just a 

commodity. You could order 16MB of 
Extended Data-Out RAM and not worry who made 
it, just as long as it was 60ns still, you'd have to 
renegotiate your mortgage to pay for it. As SDRAM 
developed, memory speed started to become 
important, with the original 66MHz version giving 
way to PC100 and PC133. But this was still all you 


needed to know. 

Then Crucial Technology started selling direct, and a 
new era of branded system memory arrived. Add to that 
the burgeoning hardware enthusiast scene, with its 
connoisseurs requirement for the highest quality DIMMs 


Contents 





known to man, and there's now a choice of brands and 
speed options. This has been compounded by the recent 
introduction of DDR2. Companies such as Corsair, OCZ and 
GelL now offer memory ranging from PC2100 to 4400, 
with a plethora of options, such as ‘matched module 
pairs’ and ‘low latency’. 

We put a variety of branded memory through its paces, 
and discovered exactly what benefits different types of 
DIMMs have to offer. Is premium memory worth the extra 
money, and why would you want PC4400 when your 
chipset is only rated for P3200? We have the answers. 
We'll be showing you the benefits of using twin modules 
in a dual-channel memory set-up, and exactly how much 
extra you can expect from a memory upgrade. Read on 
for a truly ‘memorable’ lab test. 





James Morris 
j@tzero.co.uk 


James has been writing about PCs 
for the best part of a decade, and 
has installed more memory than 
he cares to, erm, remember 
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How we tested 


For DDR and DDR2, SYSmark 2004, 3DMark and 
SiSoft Sandra are our weapons of choice 


SYSTEM MEMORY 


All of the manufacturers this month were asked to supply us with two 
512MB modules of value-oriented PC3200 DDR memory, and the same 
quantity of PC2-4200 DDR2 (if available). In some cases, manufacturers 
were able to supply us with matched module pairs specifically aimed at 
dual-channel systems, such as those used for our test equipment. 

To assess capability with real-world everyday applications, we used 
Bapco'’s SYSmark 2004, which comprises office content creation and 
Internet applications. However, memory speed can be important with 
gaming, so we also called on Futuremark’s 3DMark 2003. This finds 
average frame rates in various game engine simulations. Our final test was 
the synthetic Memory Bandwidth test from the SiSoft Sandra 2005 suite. 

As we were testing two types of memory this month, we used 
two different test platforms. For our regular DDR memory test rig, we 
used a Shuttle XPC SB81P which incorporates Intel's 915G chipset. For our 
DDR2 memory test rig, we switched to a desktop PC based around MSI's 
925X Neo Platinum motherboard, which uses Intel's 925X chipset. In both 
cases, a Socket 775 Pentium 4 560 running at 3.6GHz took care of 
processing. We called on a Western Digital Raptor 74 10,000rpm SATA hard 
disk, a Plextor PX-712SA SATA DVD-RW, and an XFX Nvidia 
GeForce 6600GT PCI Express graphics card. 


cruCIAL PC3200 


PRICE £113 (£96 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.crucial.com/uk 
INFO www.crucial.com/uk WARRANTY Lifetime 


Ou: can be credited with 
single-handedly changing the 
face of the memory business. 
Before the company started selling 
direct, Memory was just a 
commodity and few people cared 
who made it. As a branch of US 
computing company Micron, Crucial 
has plenty of buying muscle and a 
track record for quality, 

It was only recently that Crucial 
Started selling enthusiast memory 
under the Ballistix brand. But 
mainstream memory is its stock in 
trade, including the duo of standard 
512MB PC3200 modules on test 
here. This isnt a specifically 
matched pair aimed at dual- 
channel memory, but we 
encountered no problems running 
our test system in memory 
interleaving mode. 

The Crucial has a slightly slower 
SPD specification than some of the 
PC3200 this month. It's rated for a 
Cycle Time of eight, where most 
other manufacturers offer seven or 
less. However, RAS to CAS and RAS 
Precharge are both three and the 
CAS Latency is the same value of 
three as all of the modules this 
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month (except the GelL). This meant 
that benchmarks were on par, too. 
As a result, the choice is down 
to price, and this is where the 
Crucial falls marginally behind. 
Costing £7 more than the Kingston 
or GelL, and £5 more than the 
Corsair, it's not good value. The 
Crucial may not be as expensive 
as the OCZ, but other manufacturers 
currently provide the same 
specification for less. 


Value 00000000 
Features 00900000 
Performance 009000000 











1GB CORSAIR Value Select Kit 


PRICE £107 (£91 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.scan.co.uk 
INFO www.corsairmemory.com WARRANTY Lifetime 


"C wasnt the first company 
to put branded memory on the 


map, but its name is fast becoming 
synonymous with quality DRAM. 
Offering a huge variety of different 
memory types, Corsair has 
something for every need. 

The Value Select range is Corsairs 
budget option, but it’s still backed by 
a lifetime guarantee. We looked at a 
kit comprising two 512MB PC3200 
modules. This isnt a matched pair, 
unlike Corsairs TWINX products, 
which consist of DIMMs specifically 
tested together for compatibility with 
dual-channel chipsets. But you can 
rest assured that they have identical 
specifications, so they should work 
fine with memory interleaving. 

Unlike Corsairs premium range, 
Value Select is standard memory. 
The modules we looked at had CAS 
Latency, RAS to CAS and RAS 
Precharge all at three (clock cycles). 
The Cycle Time was a reasonable 
seven, but its the CAS Latency that 
makes the most difference, so this 
memory performed the same as all 
this months PC3200 in SYSmark 2004. 
The Corsair fell behind on 3DMark 
2003, but not by a significant margin. 






At the standard SPD (serial presence 
detect) settings, theres no real 
difference between the Corsair, 
Kingston, OCZ or Crucial. 

At £91 for the pair of 512MB 
DIMMs, Corsair Value Select lives up 
to Its name and is only £2 more than 
the Kingston or Gell. However, as the 
latter has better default timings and 
includes heat spreaders, the Corsair 
narrowly misses out on an award. 

It's still great value memory. 


Value 000000000 
Features 00900000 
Performance 009000000 


GEIL Value Dual Channel PC320 


PRICE £105 (£89 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.microdirect.co.uk ~~ 


INFO www.geilusa.com WARRANTY Lifetime 


elL is a relatively unknown 

brand in the memory market, 
though its already managed to forge 
a substantial amount of kudos 
among hardware enthusiasts. 

The Value Dual Channel PC3200 
kit could be a big step in the right 
direction, however. Whereas other 
manufacturers’ budget ranges 
consist of bare memory chips on 
the module PCB, the Gell actually 
includes a heat spreader. Even 
better, whereas all other PC3200 
memory this month uses a CAS 
Latency of three, the Gell is 
specified to work at two and a half, 
and its Cycle Time is the lowest, at 
six. RAS to CAS Delay and RAS 
Precharge are both the same three 
cycles as with most other PC3200 
this month. Gell even claims the 
SPD is optimised for dual-channel 
operation, which is unusual at this 
price point. 

With improved CAS Latency, 
youd expect the GelL to be faster 
than other PC3200. It was faster in 
3DMark 2003, but no more than the 
typical variance of this benchmark. 
SYSmark 2004 saw no benefit. So, 
for the vast majority of everyday 
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applications, the lower CAS Latency 
wont produce any noticeable 
difference in performance. 

A major selling point for this 
memory is that you're not financially 
penalised for the improved 
specification and heat spreader. In 
fact, this is the joint cheapest RAM 
on test (with the Kingston). If you're 
looking for a high-quality PC3200 
memory upgrade for a good price, 
this is your best option. 


Value 0000000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance 00000000 














kiInGsTON ValueRAM PC3200 A 


PRICE £107 (£89 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.kingston.com/ukroot WARRANTY Lifetime 


Ithough Crucial pioneered the 
direct-sales approach to 
memory purchase, Kingston has a 
longer history of branding in the UK. 
However, its memory is still only 
available through resellers such as 
dabs.com this side of the Atlantic. 
Kingston also doesn't target the 
highest end of the enthusiast 
market, though it does make DDR up 
to PC4000 under its HyperX banner. 
This range also includes extra-low- 
latency PC3200 with similar timings 
to the Corsair TwinX PC3200XLPT we 
used in our premium memory 
comparison (see below). However, 
Kingston primarily aims its products 
at the mainstream memory market. 
So, we looked at a dual-channel 
memory kit from Kingston's 
ValueRAM range. This consists of a 
pair of identically specified PC3200 
modules. However, theres nothing 
unusual about these: the CAS 
Latency is three, as with other 
manufacturers’ value ranges (with 
the notable exception of GelL). The 
rest of the specification is standard 
too, with RAS to CAS Delay and RAS 


With the same timings, the 
Kingston achieved identical scores to 
the other PC3200 contenders this 
month. This goes to show that, 
unless youre planning to tweak your 
memory timings or overclock, theres 
little to distinguish different makes of 
memory other than price. Fortunately, 
price is one of Kingston ValueRAMs 
strong points. Although the GelL 
Steals the overall award this month, 
the Kingston still offers great value. 


Value 00000000009 
Features 00900000 


Performance 009000000 
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ocz DDR PC-3200 Value Serie 


PRICE £123 (£105 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.ebuyer.co.uk i 


INFO www.ocztechnology.com WARRANTY Lifetime 


ike Corsair and GelL, OCZ is a 
big name among hardware 
enthusiasts. Most of its memory 
range is aimed at the hardcore 
overclocker. (OCZ was one of the first 
to offer PC4400, which runs at 
550MHz compared to PC3200 
400MFz, with a CAS Latency of two 





and a half.) Most PC4400 must be set 


at higher latencies to achieve the 
specified clock speed. 

Unfortunately, OCZ isn't so cutting 
edge when it comes to the value 
end of the market. We looked at the 
company’s 1GB Value Series Dual 
Channel memory kit, which consists 
of two 512MB DIMMs with the same 
specification. On paper, these are 
slightly behind all the other PC3200 
we looked at this month. The Cycle 
Time is eight, as with the Crucial, but 
other manufacturers offer seven or 
less. RAS to CAS and RAS Precharge 
are both four, one clock cycle higher 
than the competition. 

However, this shows you how 
much more important the CAS 
Latency is. The OC offers a value of 
three in this respect. It was no 
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PC3200 kit in this months labs. 
However, although the slower timing 
specification has zero effect on real- 
world performance, the OCZ does 
have a major drawback: price. It's £16 
more than the cheapest PC3200 
entries this month. This is partially 
due to the OCZ Value Series being 
less widely available than some 
other brands. Until OCZ achieves 
better distribution and prices, it will 
lose out to better value propositions. 


Value 0090000 





Features 00900000 
Performance 009000000 





Prefetch also set to three, and a Cycle 
Time of seven. 





surprise to see this memory achieve 
the same results as every other 











Premium memory -— 
is it worth it? 


There really is a difference in memory quality ... 


In this month's tests, we've focused on the value ranges from the 
leading memory manufacturers. This is because we knew in advance 
that, for most people, premium memory is a bit of a waste of money. 
However, it’s not a complete rip-off. To show the kind of boost you 
can get from expensive DDR, we ordered a matched pair of 512MB 
modules of extra-low latency memory from Corsair — XMS TwinX 
PC3200XLPT. Whereas even the best specified memory in this 
month's Lab Test runs at 2.5-3-3-6, the XLPT runs at 2-2-2-5. 

To cut a long story short, these numbers mean that the memory 
takes less time to read and write data. The numbers are measured in 
clock cycles. The first number is CAS (Column Address Strobe) 
latency, which is how long after a read command is received before 
the memory actually starts to read from a memory column. The 
second figure is RAS (Row Address Strobe) -to-CAS Delay, the third is 
RAS Precharge, and the final one is Active to Precharge Delay, which 
all indicate how long the memory takes to perform other stages of 
the read process. Most important among these is CAS Latency, as 
this has the most impact on memory performance. 

So Corsair’s XLPT takes one clock cycle less to access than most 
mainstream PC3200 memory and, as a result, it achieved better 
scores than any other memory this month in every test, yet it’s not 
much faster. It's scarcely one per cent quicker in SYSmark 2004, less 
than a half per cent faster at 3DMark 2003. Considering that it costs 
£160 for 1GB, nearly twice the price of this month's best value 
modules, low latency memory is only worth buying if you really 
must have every ounce of speed your system can provide. 











Premium memory 
SiSoft Sandra 100 


200 


Corsair PC3200 | sis 
Corsair PC4400 © 209. 


But what about DDR memory claiming to be faster than PC3200, 
(eg PC4000)? We put 1GB of Corsair TwinX DDR PC4400 in our 
Shuttle-based test rig and found that it achieved the same scores as 
our standard PC3200. Considering that this memory is slightly more 
expensive than the XLPT, it doesn’t seem very good value. Certainly, 
at regular clocks, PC4400 is pointless. It’s intended entirely for 
overclocking. Corsair’s latest PC4400 is rated at 2.5-4-4-8, which is 
no better than some of this month's value memory. However, that's 
when it's running at 550MHz — 37 per cent over the usual 400MHz of 
PC3200. When operating at PC3200 speeds, this memory can be 
manually configured to run at the same 2-2-2-5 of the XLPT, with the 
same improvement in performance. 

When memory is run faster, the timings often have to be 
relaxed to cope with the increased clock frequency. This is because 
each clock cycle is shorter in duration. So, memory frequency and 
latency are a trade-off, making the increase in the memory clock 
not such a foolproof way of improving overall performance. 

We'll be discussing this further when we look closely at DDR2 














technology (see p107). E 
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CORSAIR Value Select PC2-420 


PRICE £155 (£132 ex VAT) SUPPLIER wwwsscan.co.uk 
INFO www.corsairmemory.com WARRANTY Lifetime 
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orsair may have made its 
>... with premium memory 
aimed at hardware enthusiasts, but 
its increasingly popular Value Select 
range also does extremely well at 
the budget end of the market. 
Although Corsair Value Select offers 
a similar range of specifications as 
other manufacturers, It does so at 
very competitive prices. 

The Value Select PC2-4200 is a 
particularly fine example. On the 
one hand, it has the same CAS 
Latency of four, as does most DDR2 
currently available (even premium 
modules). Its RAS to CAS and RAS 
Precharge are also set at four, like 
every other PC2-4200 we looked at 
this month, and the Cycle Time is 
12, which is, again, common. This 
led to the same application 
benchmark scores as the other 
DDR2 and PC3200 DDR modules we 
tested in this labs. And, as with 
other PC2-4200 modules, the greater 
bandwidth provided by the 533MHz 
memory bus resulted in a six per 
cent boost to the 3DMark 2005 
score compared to PC3200. But, 
though the Value Select is no better 
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or worse than the DDR2 competition 
in terms of specification, its a bit 
cheaper. When you're paying a 50 
per cent premium for DDR2 anyway, 
this is a welcome bonus indeed. So, 
if youre considering an upgrade to 
Intels LGA775 platform, Corsair Value 
Select PC2-4200 comes highly 
recommended. If nothing else, it will 
ease some of the financial pain of 
the upgrade, that’s for sure. 
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Upgrade sweet spots 
What to expect from a memory upgrade ... 


Unless you're building your own PC, or planning a major upgrade 
including motherboard and processor, chances are you'll be adding to 
an existing complement of RAM. The question is, what performance 
increases should you expect from different-sized upgrades, and 
where's the sweet spot? We put a variety of upgrades through their 
paces with our suite of tests to help you make up your mind. 

If you have just 256MB of RAM, there's a lot of extra performance to 
be had from adding more. We replaced a single 256MB stick of Corsair 
Value Select with a single 512MB module, and achieved a whopping 21 
per cent boost to SYSmark 2004, though 3DMark 2003 only improved 


by a measly two per cent. 


However, it's worth considering how you do the upgrade if your 
motherboard has dual-channel memory support. Although more 
memory is almost always faster, you can also lose performance if your 
memory upgrade prevents your motherboard from running in 
memory-interleaving mode. We compared two 256MB modules of 
Corsair Value Select with one 512MB stick and found that the latter 
was nearly four per cent slower in SYSmark 2004, and around one per 
cent in 3DMark 2003. The memory bandwidth had dropped by more 
than 35 per cent. Using a 256MB module alongside a 512MB one was 
marginally slower than a pair of 256MB DIMMs in SYSmark 2004 and 
3DMark 2003, despite the large complement of memory. 

There are a few budget dual-channel motherboards around with 
just three memory slots. Only two of the slots are allied for dual- 
channel mode. Populating the third reverts everything back to single- 
channel operation. If you've already got 512MB in two 256MB DIMMs 
on such a board, adding another 256MB or 512MB module may not 
improve performance as much as youd expect. It might even be 
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cruciAL DDR2 PC2-4200 


PRICE £167 (£142 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.crucial.com/uk 
INFO www.crucial.com/uk WARRANTY Lifetime 






rucial’s direct approach may 
have made everyones life 
easier when it comes to buying 
memory upgrades, but it cant 
always have the last word when it 
comes to offering the best value. 

As with the PC3200 DDR, Crucial 
doesn't sell specific twin-DIMM 
DDR2? kits aimed at dual-channel 
memory set-ups. Youre left to 
purchase two separate modules of 
the same type if you want to take 
advantage of memory interleaving. 
We didnt have any trouble with this 
on our DDR2 test system, as precise 
module matching beyond base 
speed and timing specification is 
only important if you want to 
increase the clock speeds. 

The Crucial DDR2 PC2-4200 
offers a CAS Latency of four, with 
RAS to CAS delay and RAS 
Precharge timings to match. These 
are all standard for the current crop 
of DDR2, as is the Cycle Time of 12. 
While the timings are higher than 
PC3200, as we explain later (see 
‘DDRS second coming’ on p107), 
this is offset by the faster 
frequency used by the memory 





bus. The SYSmark 2004 scores are 
consequently identical to PC3200, 
though gaming gets a considerable 
benefit, as evidenced by the 
improved 3DMark 2003 score. 

While Crucial can’t top Corsairs 
pricing, it does come fairly close. 
Crucial’s DDR2 is still reasonably 
priced. With performance on a par 
with other brands, its worth a look 
if you can't find the Corsair. 


Value 00000000 
Features CAAA KASA) 
Performance 000000000 
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slower. It’s also worth bearing in mind that, with dual-channel 
memory, matching modules are quite important. Your system will only 
be stable if the timings are set to the lowest common denominator, 
and your system may not even POST if you set the timings too fast for 
one of the installed modules. Since memory isn't so expensive, 
replacing your existing complement with a new batch is often the 
optimum strategy. Installing a fresh pair of 512MB modules will give 
you a faster PC than leaving the 256MB DIMM installed and losing out 
on memory interleaving. 

If you're a laptop user, you may not have this luxury. Your pre- 
installed memory may not be readily removable. On the other hand, 
not many laptops offer memory interleaving anyway. So, if your 
portable came with 256MB, adding another SODIMM will give it a fresh 
lease of life and a comfortable boost in usability. E 


KINGSTON ValueRAM PC2-4200 


PRICE £172 (£146 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.co.uk 


INFO www.kingston.com/ukroot/ WARRANTY Lifetime y 


ingstons DDR2 range is even 
less enthusiast-oriented than 
its DDR. Although there are some 
HyperX options for the new memory 
standard as well, these are only up 
to PC2-4300, rather than the PC2- 
5400 now available from a number 
of other manufacturers. The PC2- 
4300 runs at 533MHz, just like PC2- 
4200. No Intel chipsets are officially 
rated to run above a 533MHz 
memory bus anyway, meaning PC2- 
5400 has only limited usefulness for 
mainstream users. 

So, Kingston's ValueRAM PC2- 
4200 isn't far behind its premium 
offerings. However, where the most 
expensive DDR2 is starting to 
become available with a CAS 
Latency of three, the mainstream 
value kit we looked at Is still set at 
four. The RAS to CAS delay and RAS 
Precharge are also four, with a Cycle 
Time of 12 rounding off the default 
SPD settings. So, there's nothing to 
differentiate the Kingston in terms 
of specification, and nothing in 
terms of benchmark scores either. 
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better thañ for PC3200. The Kingston 
is perfectly adequate DDR2, with 
nothing to mark it down in terms 
of performance. However, the 
superb value of Kingston's PC3200 
DDR isn't quite carried forward to 
the DDR2. With 1GB of dual-channel 
Corsair Value Select PC2-4200 
available for £14 less, the Kingston 
is reasonably, but not exceptionally, 
well-priced. 
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ocz DDR2 Value Series Dual 


PRICE £210 (£179 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.ebuyer.co.uk 
INFO www.corsairmemory.com WARRANTY Lifetimew 


nfortunately for OCZ, the ironic 

lack of value of its PC3200 
Value Series reeks of even worse 
irony with its PC2-4200 offering. On 
paper, the OCZ does have a slightly 
better specification than that of the 
other DDR2 memory modules this 
month, as the Cycle Time is eight 
compared with the 12 rating found 
with the other modules. However, 
RAS to CAS Delay, RAS Precharge, 
and of course the all-important CAS 
Latency are still four, just like 
everyone else. 

With the same CAS Latency as 
other PC2-4200, the OCZ performed 
exactly the same in all of our 
benchmarks. SYSmark 2004, 3DMark 
2003, and SiSoft memory bandwidth 
were all close enough to be 
statistically indiscernible from other 
memory brands. The faster Cycle 
Time had little or no effect on real- 
world application performance. 
Although a faster Cycle, in theory, 
means less delay between 
successive memory reads, in 





Where the OCZ DDR2 Value 
Series Dual Channel Kit really differs 
is in the price — and OCZ has again 
found a new definition for value. It’s 
one third more expensive than the 
Corsair Value Select, and £33 more 
than the next most expensive kit 
(from Kingston). With nothing extra 
to offer in performance, at least at 
the standard clock settings, the OCZ 
is unrealistically overpriced. 
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As with other DDR2 memory, the 
3DMark 2003 result was significantly 





DDR's second coming 
This is why your lecky bills are so enormous ... 


You'd never think that memory draws as much power as it does, yet 
1GB of PC3200 will consume around 16W. As memory gets faster, and 
installed quantities have risen, this power draw has become a major 
issue — particularly in laptops, where the processor itself is taking up 
well under 30W. Even a 15,000rpm SCSI hard disk consumes only 
around 15W. 

Just as Intel is having trouble making its Pentium 4 processors run 
faster than 4GHz, memory manufacturers have encountered difficulties 
making DRAM chips run at faster than 300MHz (which equates to 
PC4800 DDR, clocked at 600MHz). This speed of memory is only just 
starting to become available, but at extortionate prices. 

It became evident that a different kind of memory was required 
to satisfy the bandwidth requirement of modern processors, and DDR2 
was born. Not only does DDR2 run at faster frequencies than DDR, it's 
lower power as well. The JEDEC (Joint Electron Devices Engineering 
Council) standard for DDR is for a 2.5V supply, though most high 
frequency memory runs at 2.6V or above. But DDR2 is intended to 
operate at 1.8V, reducing power drain considerably. 

DDR already uses a clock-doubling technology to multiply its 
throughput compared with regular SDRAM. Data is sent during the 
rising and falling edges of the clock signal, and two 32-bit memory 
cells are read simultaneously. With DDR2, four 32-bit cells are read 
simultaneously. This way, the internal frequency of the DRAM can be 
reduced to achieve the same throughput. PC2-4200 DDR2 uses DRAM 
cells running internally at 133MHz, whereas with PC3200 DDR, the cells 
are running at 200MHz. But the DDR2 still has a faster 533MHz bus 
compared to the DDR's 400MHz. As we also noted earlier, however, 
faster memory frequencies require slower latencies. Whereas our 





practice, features like bank 
interleaving reduce its effect on 
real-world performance. 


Performance 0090000000 
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Core frequency=l00MHz Core freq=l00MHz Data freq=200MHz 


Data Bus 


Core frequency=l00MHz Core freq=200MHz Data freq=400MHz 


fastest standard PC3200 DDR runs at 2.5-3-3-6, most PC2-4200 DDR2 
runs at 4-4-4-8. So, while the PC3200 in this case will take 6.25ns 
before it reads, the PC2-4200 will take Z5ns. The DDR2 may be running 
at a higher clock frequency, but the higher latency means it's actually 
slower to access. In the real world, this doesn’t make a massive 
amount of difference, as the faster bandwidth compared to PC3200 
balances out the slower access time. In our tests, SYSmark 2004 
scores were the same as with PC3200 DDR, but gaming was a full six 
per cent faster. 

PC2-4200 is just the beginning, however. Since 275MHz DRAM is 
now widely available, DDR2 already has a potential ceiling equivalent 
to PC2-8800, which is more than enough for the ever-increasing bus 
speeds of current CPUs, such as the latest 1,066MHz FSB 3.46GHz 
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This month's contenders up close ... ted 
Manufacturer Corsair Crucial Gell Kingston OCZ 
Model Value Select Kit PC3200 Value Dual Channel PC3200 ValueRAM PC3200 DDR PC-3200 Value Series 
Dual Channel 
Manufacturer code VS512MB400(3 CT6464Z40B GE1GB3200BHDC KVR400X64C3AK2/1G 0(Z4001024V3DC-K 
Price for 2x 512MB £107 (£91 ex VAT) £113 (£96 ex VAT) £105 (£89 ex VAT) £107 (£89 ex VAT) £123 (£105 ex VAT) 
Supplier contact www.scan.co.uk www.crucial.com/uk www.microdirect.co.uk www.dabs.com www.ebuyer.com 
Info www.corsairmemory.com www.crucial.com/uk www.geilusa.com www.kingston.com/ukroot/ www.ocztechnology.com 
Warranty Lifetime Lifetime Lifetime Lifetime Lifetime 
Memory speed rating PC3200 PC3200 PC3200 PC3200 PC3200 
Memory bus clock 400MHz 400MHz 400MHz 400MHz 400MHz 
Interface bandwidth 3.2GB/s 3.2GB/s 3.2GB/s 3.2GB/s 3.2GB/s 
(nominal) 
CAS 3 3 2.5 3 3 
RAS to CAS Delay 3 3 3 3 4 
RAS Precharge 3 3 3 3 4 
Cycle Time 7 8 6 7 8 
Cost per MB (pence) 8.9 94 8.7 8.7 10.3 


PC verdict Q PC verdict © PC verdict © PC verdict @ 
DETAILS PC2-4200 DDR2 Phe: 


Manufacturer Corsair Crucial Kingston OCZ 
Model 1GB Twin Pack Corsair Value Select PC2-4200 ValueRAM PC2-4200 DDR2 Value Series Dual 
Select PC2-4200 Channel Kit 2x 512MB 

DDR533 

Manufacturer code VS512MB533D2 CT6464AA53E KVR533D2N4K2/1G 0(Z25331024VDC-K 

Price for 2x 512MB £155 (£132 ex VAT) £167 (£142 ex VAT) £172 (£146 ex VAT) £210 (£179 ex VAT) 

Supplier contact www.scan.co.uk www.crucial.com/uk www.dabs.com www.ebuyer.com 

Info WWww.corsairmemory.com www.crucial.com/uk www.kingston.com/ukroot/ www.ocztechnology.com 

Warranty Lifetime Lifetime Lifetime Lifetime 

Memory speed rating PC2-4200 PC2-4200 PC2-4200 PC2-4200 

Memory bus clock 533MHz 533MHz 533MHz 533MHz 

Interface bandwidth 4.26GB/s 4.26GB/s 4.26GB/s 4.26GB/s 

(nominal) 

CAS 4 4 4 4 

RAS to CAS Delay 4 4 4 4 

RAS Precharge 4 4 4 4 

Cycle Time 12 12 12 8 

Cost per MB (pence) 12.9 13.9 14.3 175 
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As the graphs on this page show, there's very 
little difference in overall performance between 
the memory modules on test. This means that 





you can buy inexpensive memory safe in the 
knowledge that you're getting a good deal, 
regardless of the supplier. Timing specifications 
have little impact on real-world performance, 
but check out our ‘Verdict’ page for the features 
that make certain modules stand out. 
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GEIL VALUE DUAL 
CHANNEL PC3200 


PRICE £105 (£89 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.microdirect.co.uk 
INFO wwwgeilusa.com 
WARRANTY Lifetime 













heres so little to differentiate memory at the 
budget end of the scale. We fully expected to 
give the award to the cheapest memory and leave it 
at that. However, as well as being the joint cheapest 
PC3200 this month, the Gell Value Dual Channel 
PC3200 has that little extra. Timing specifications are 
the best this month, though this didnt have a 
noticeable effect on real-world performance. Gell is 








BEST VALUE 


Kingston Value RAM 
PC3200 


PRICE £107 (£89 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.kingston.com/ukroot/ 
WARRANTY Lifetime 


t would have been hard not to give the Kingston 

ValueRAM PC3200 some recognition. It's priced the 
same as the Gell and achieved the same benchmark 
results. However, the slightly better specification and 
cooling on the GelL just clinched the top spot. Yet the 
Kingston still gives you a lot for the money, and is a well 
deserved Value award winner. 


PC verdict 00000000 


Despite the similarities with test 
results, some memory stood out 





also the only manufacturer to include a chip heat 
spreader in the price, which will help keep the 
memory at good operational temperatures when 
under full utilisation. So, despite the exceptional 
value, the Gell is that little bit more than just 
inexpensive memory. 
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1GB Twin Pack Corsair 
Value Select PC2-4200 


PRICE £155 (£132 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.scan.co.uk 
INFO www.corsiarmemory.com 
WARRANTY Lifetime 


he winner in our PC2-4200 category was clear. 

Corsairs Value Select was cheaper than any other 
manufacturers DDR2 this month, yet it offered just the 
same performance. If youre planning to move over to 
Intels new LGA//5 to take advantage of the faster 
processors on this platform, and need to change your 
memory, Corsair Value Select is the best value around. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@ pcplus.co.uk 


Richard now has fifteen calendars 
on his desktop, but he’s still not 
sure if he’s coming or going, or 
what he plans to do on arrival 
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Editor's Choice 


Our top award for 
products that combine 
exceptional performance 
and quality with superb 
value for money 
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Richard Cobbett separates the disorganised from the 
noteworthy in a round-up of Personal Information Managers 


Performance Award 


Illustration: Mark Greene 


hether you're keeping track of business 
w) appointments or focus groups, flicking 

through a thousand corporate contacts 
or just trying to remember Granny's number, the 
world has long moved on from the humble 
rolodex, filofax or (more commonly) giant box of 
forgotten business cards in a drawer. 

With a Personal Information Manager (PIM), 
you can keep track of everyone and everything - 
but this is only the start! Dependent on the 
package, your data could be available online, or 


synchronised with a PDA to head out onto the road. 


Contents 








While each of the products on test has the same 
fundamental goal of managing your life both on 
and offline, their approaches are different. A full 
corporate system is overkill for the home, but this 
doesn't mean that an online calendar can't be as 
useful at the office. 

With the relatively recent growth in popularity 
of information sharing (with people you trust, of 
course), the simple PIM has expanded its 
usefulness. This is taken into account, along with 
the primary functions of a PIM, as we round-up 
seven of the most popular PIMs on offer. 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 


Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding 
value for money, giving 
you more bangs per buck 





Trial versions 
available on 
SuperDis¢ 
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microsort Outlook 2003 


PRICE £83 (£71 ex VAT) £324 as part of 
Microsoft Office 2003 (£276 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microsoft 0870 601 0100 
INFO www.microsoft.com 


CPU 450Mtz or faster 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 2000, or XP 


MICROSOFT 
OUTLOOK 2003 





Features 00900000000 
Performance 0090000000 





w) hile Outlook is undoubtedly better known as an email 
client than a PIM, its the added features that separate 
it from ‘straight’ clients, such as Outlook Express or 
Thunderbird. Aside from its individual abilities, Outlook is 

the de facto standard in the business world, and its not 
uncommon to receive invitations, calendar updates and 
other interactive elements live from within the message 
window. If youre running Outlook, you get the information as 
an email, rather than an instant addition to your calendar. 

However, one important reason for Outlooks popularity is 
that its an excellent PIM. You cant get a smoother, more 
professional interface. The email side of things is especially 
polished, with its three-column view, time-based browsing 
(messages broken up as ‘Yesterday’ or ‘Last Week’ rather 
than a mass of messages) and ‘sheet of paper’-styled 
viewing window. Yet, its behind the scenes that things get 
genuinely useful, with ‘Smartlags’ linking directly to contacts 
and MSN Messenger addresses, flags to remind you of 
messages you need to deal with, and ‘Smart Folders’ 
automatically sorting your email without moving it around, 
making it possible to find messages based on category and 
importance, rather than having to rely on the inadequate 
built-in search tool. 

The two downsides of using Outlook as a mail client are 
that its prominence makes it the first target for any would-be 
virus writers, and that the built-in spam filter redefines the 
word ‘ineffective’. 

The calendar is smooth and easy to use, regardless of 
whether your'e creating, reading or being reminded of 
imminent appointments. It can be exported to the web in 
public (all information) or private (just your free time) forms, 
or viewed as part of a Group Calendar on a Microsoft 
Exchange server. With support for multiple time zones, 


POCO SYSTEMS Barca 


PRICE £31 (£26 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Poco Systems Inc. 
www.pocosystems.com 
INFO www.pocosystems.com 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 





POCO SYSTEMS BARCA 
Value 00000000 

00000000 

Performance @©0000000 


Features 











0O: desperately wants to be Microsoft Outlook. This 
isn't a bad thing. Most email clients go firmly for the 
Outlook Express market, skipping the PIM features in favour 
of pure message handling; those that take the PIM by the 
horns frequently make up for it with extremely poor email. 
Barca is in a unique position — taking the excellent, popular 
email package PocoMail as a base, and upgrading it with 
the necessary features to handle the rest of your contact- 
handling and scheduling duties. 

While its nowhere near as polished as Outlook, the 
features on offer are extremely impressive. Both Barca and 
PocoMail do an excellent job of streamlining your mail 
handling, from creating filters simply by dragging a contact'’s 
name onto a suitable folder, to creating them from scratch on 
a global or individual account basis. A built-in diary is on 
hand to keep quick notes (complete with time stamp), while 
a full ‘Notes’ option displays any little details as Post-It-style 
reminders. These, unfortunately, lack the ability to float over 
your work, instead forcing you to use the dedicated ‘Notes’ 
tab on the main menu for your reminders. 

Barca is a very flexible PIM, with built-in scripting support, 
a huge selection of colours to mark up your emails and 
calendar entries, and plenty of useful tweaks, such as being 
able to open multiple sections of the main menu while 
simultaneously keep an eye on mailboxes, notes, diary 
entries and other content. The only major features missing 
are full IMAP support, and virtual folders for homing in on 
specific emails without having to constantly re-file everything 
by hand/filter, 

While Microsoft Outlook 2003, much like the rest of the 
Microsoft Office system, spends its time obsessing over 
shared calendars and group working, Barca is much more 
focused on individual desktop use. Forget about Exchange 
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A good looker and impressive performer. If you're using Office, 
it makes sense to take advantage of Outlook's features. 


automatic scheduling, drag-and-drop rescheduling and the 
ability to access other people’ lists (with appropriate 
permission), its extremely easy to keep your affairs in check. 

For corporate use, Office 2003 Professional comes with an 
additional component: Business Contact Manager. This 
makes it much easier to keep abreast of your contacts, from 
creating and tracking your accounts and opportunities to 
scanning and attaching files to important names. Activity 
History’, sales tracking and reports are also on hand for 
keeping tabs on your monthly successes/failures. 

Outlook has taken plenty of flak over the years, but this is 
an excellent version. Packed with features and as flexible as 
you can get, its only a mere handful of quibbles that come 
close to spoiling the party. 
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Barca offers a sleek interface, if a little rough around the edges, 
but it’s an ideal Outlook replacement for individual machines. 


servers or PDAs; even basic support for Palm devices Is still 
pencilled in for a later release. As a straight mail client, this 
doesn't matter, but combined with the calendaring and 
scheduling tools, it soon becomes a major downside. Where 
Barca makes some ground back is that it uses open, plain- 
text-based standards to record its information, making it 
possible to use the freely downloadable tools to move 
existing mail across without locking you into using Barca for 
years to come. 

Much cheaper than a copy of Outlook, and packed with 
power, Barca Is the ideal all-in-one PIM tool for single-user 
systems. If you need certain specific features, you'll need to 
pay up or look elsewhere but, in most cases, you'll have 
absolutely no trouble getting it to perform as you like. 


PERSONAL INFORMATION MANAGERS 


L) ongtime UK Internet users will undoubtedly remember 
CIX as the online place to be. Not so much a bulletin 
board as a whole community in its own right, the social 
elements have faded away in favour of the wider Internet. 

If youre looking for a place to kick back and chat, realistically, 
CIX probably isn't going to do the job any more. 

These days, CIX primarily offers its two desktop products. 
For a small monthly fee, it enables you to access your 
personal data from any web browser — calendar, email, 
conferencing and more. In addition to a specific CIX address, 
you can enter the details of any POP3 or IMAP account to 
read mail from, along with a list of your contacts, and a 
document library capable of holding up to 50MB of files to 
take out on the road. 

The most noticeable part of the conferencing system of 
old is the ability to set up your own groups. Unlike the public 
variety, you choose who has access to these. Groups run as 
threaded discussions, controlled either from the website or 
the CIX offline client Ameo! (‘a most excellent offline reader’, 
if memory serves). Everyone who wants to participate will 
need their own CIX account, as opposed to simply setting up 
a free bulletin board on your own private network. And 
though you may not be entirely comfortable discussing your 
company’s dirty laundry on a totally third party service, the 
system works extremely well. 

The CIX calendar works almost exactly like the others on 
offer, with the bonus that it can remind you via SMS (as well 
as email and on your ‘Today’ screen). Entries can be 
imported and exported using the standard ‘Vcal’ format. 
Likewise, contacts arent locked away — they can be sent out 
to Yahoo!, Microsoft and the other big name companies, as 
well as shared with other users. The web interface can be a 
touch long-winded but, for the most part, it does an 


YAHOO! Calendar 


nlike the rest of the tools on offer here, Yahoo! 
Ois offers the benefit that you can start using it 
immediately. It's a free service available with a simple 
Yahoo! sign-up, but it's surprisingly powerful. Everything 
revolves around the ‘Calendar’ and, as ever, Appointments’ 
and ‘Tasks’ can be added at the touch of a button. 

However, Yahoo!'s sheer size and additional subscriber 
features do offer a number of extra possibilities. Reminders 
can be sent between 15 minutes and two weeks prior to 
the appointment taking place, either to your email address 
or via a Yahoo! Messenger account (which can also be 
used to browse your calendar without logging into the 
main site). Meanwhile, Yahoo! Mail users can automatically 
convert everybody in their address book into ‘Calendar 
Contacts’, while the Calendar itself provides meeting 
invitation lists to Yahoo! users via username rather than 
full email address. Yahoo! Groups can also be used to 
create group calendars, which work under roughly the 
Same system. 

Yahoo! Calendar offers support for calendar sharing and 
group editing on an individual basis. A standard ‘Public’ view 
shows everybody what you're up to, with the option to mark 
individual appointments as the general catch-all ‘Busy’; 
restrict it to ‘Friends’ (who have to be Yahoo! members), or 
to permit anyone/friends to see it, but only ‘Special Friends’ 
to make changes. Each appointment can be set as standard 
and repeated events, with a special section for important 
birthdays you want to be reminded of. 

The most notable part of Yahoo! Calendar, however, is 
its excellent support for importing and exporting your data. 
Palm Desktop is the only directly supported PDA, but it will 
happily handle any information in CSV format. You can also 
keep data in sync with Outlook, OE, Palm OS, Pocket PC, 
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A good way of keeping your information to hand wherever you 
go, but something of a walled garden compared to Yahoo! 


excellent job of consolidating your data sources and 
providing a quick-to-access interface from any computer. 

CIX Desktop+ ups the cost from £6 to £15 a month, but 
offers plenty of additional telecommunication features. Most 
useful in the PIM scene is getting a fax and phone number, 
which takes your messages and delivers them in PDF/TIF 
and WAV format. You can also hand out a separate number 
and PIN for multi-user teleconferencing. 

For individual use, CIX Desktop+ is a useful system, but 
one that you can get for free via Yahoo! similar service. 
More advanced features only come into their own when 
combined with the telecommunication elements and file 
storage tools — both catering for rather more specific uses 
that may or may not be worth the monthly fee. 
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Who says you have to pay through the nose for your PIM tools? 
Yahoo! Calendar is a quality service that’s easy on the wallet. 


ACT! and Lotus Organizer — an extremely useful feature, 
and available completely for free. Needless to say, this is a 
more consumer-focused PIM system than most of the 
competition, and this brings with it a certain extra flexibility, 
Each calendar month can have Its own image from a 
theme (sets include Fine Art and Inspirations — sorry, no 
cars or bikinis), with the option to waste your time by 
showing a daily horoscope or stock exchange report. Rather 
more useful are the other titbits of information you can 
drop in, such as weather forecasts. 

While you probably won't want to use Yahoo! to handle 
large calendars, it’s ideal for home and small office use, 
and flexible enough to cover almost every eventuality. And, 
of course, its completely free. 
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ax Desktop+ 


PRICE £6/15 a month 
SUPPLIER CIX Online www.cix.co.uk 
INFO www.cix.co.uk 


CPU N/A (online service) 
RAM N/A (online service) 
OS N/A (online service) 





CIX DESKTOP+ 


000000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 





OVERALL 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Yahoo! 
INFO hitp://calendaryahoo.com 


CPU N/A (online service) 
RAM N/A (online service) 
OS N/A (online service) 


YAHOO! CALENDER 


Value N/A 


00000000 
000000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 








PERSONAL INFORMATION MANAGERS 


KDE-PIM 


Q PIM has to be several programs in one — trust 
Linux developers to take that literally! KDE-PIM isn’t so 
much a program in its own right, as a connector for several 
individual KDE applications: Kmail, KaddressBook, Korganiser 
and others. Once on screen, theres little to remind you of this 
all-in-one approach. Everything is presented in one window 
with buttons down the left side of the screen, using your 
Standard KDE settings to handle the look and feel. 

Obviously, this being Linux, KDE-PIM is free. It's also not 
the only available choice. Whether or not you're using KDE or 
GNOME, Ximian’s Evolution is a much more integrated PIM 
client, and much closer in look and feel to the standard 
Outlook 2003 model. The twist is that, much like KDE itself 
vs GNOME, KDE-PIM offers considerably more scope for 
tinkering around behind the scenes and making everything 
work exactly as you want. This includes custom reply 
templates to how often your calendar is uploaded to a 
server for others to make use of. 

The interface isn't as friendly as it could be, but is 
extremely flexible — dragging and dropping emails onto the 
‘Contacts’ button automatically creates entries in the address 
book, or creates notes and calendar entries from 
appointments. Irritatingly, while the latter works exactly as 
youd expect, the former only makes a note of the sender, 
recipient and subject header rather than keeping a copy of 
the entire message for your records. 

Beyond the basic tools, KDE-PIM provides several more 
advanced tools, including Knotes (like Post-It notes, except 
using KDES ability to pin a window to the top of the screen 
to keep them visible while doing other things) and Kandy/ 
Kpilot to transfer your information to mobile phone and Palm 
PDA respectively. Hardcore features include Kalarm, capable 
of not simply reminding you of events, but triggering 


PIMONE SOFTWARE PIMOne 2 


ometimes, you don’t want a whole suite. Sometimes, 
O: and familiar is better than a wide range of 
features. But not here. 

PIMOne, by far the least comprehensive of the tools 
under the spotlight, does at least bring one useful feature to 
the mix: instant familiarity, Rather than menus filled with 
buttons, the interface is designed to look and feel (more or 
less) like an actual diary. A diary with buttons and textboxes, 
animated clocks and multiple tabs — but a diary 
nonetheless. Getting up and running takes a matter of 
seconds, and if you dont like the default black leather look, 
theres a pink ‘Romantic’ number to replace it, along with a 
vile wooden one to use instead (and, from the website, a 
lurid ‘Santa’ and ‘Underwater’ skin to download). Realistically, 
only the first is really usable in an even remotely professional 
setting — but at least it looks good. 

However, whichever you choose, the interactive elements 
Stand out like a sore thumb. There are slightly rounded 
screen edges that fail to hide the standard Windows issue 
buttons and scrollbars at work throughout much of the 
program (especially when popping up huge windows for 
handling contacts and creating appointments). At these 
points, its straight back to the standard Outlook approach, 
rather than the more familiar digital diary. Unfortunately, its 
cut down nature makes many otherwise unnoticeable 
aspects stand out, such as the inability to resize 
appointments on the scheduler rather than having to open 
them up by hand and manually edit the time codes. 

Its worth noting that this PIM has no support for email in 
any form, and sharing is out of the question. The emphasis 
here is on keeping quick notes (or ‘noets’, as it claims at one 
point), and popping up the occasional reminder of parties, 
festivals and urgent appointments. You can password protect 
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Highly comprehensive, as you'd expect from such a mix of 
programs. That said, it’s not quite as smooth as Evolution. 


commands to run applications or send emails, and 
KonsoleKalendar, which eschews graphical interfaces entirely 
in favour of viewing and inserting appointments via a simple 
scripting interface. You can also get hold of a number of third 
party applications to run alongside the main PIM suite, 
including KickPIM to add important details to your panel, 
Qutlook2vCal for converting Outlook calendar information into 
a form that KDE-PIM can access, and SynCE-KDE for handling 
Windows CE systems. 

The choice between KDE-PIM and Evolution is ultimately 
a matter of choice. Both are free, highly capable, powerful 
and offer methods to keep your data under control. Your 
decision rests on how ‘complete’ you like your solutions to 
be, and how much you want to dig behind the scenes. 





Instant familiarity, but it won't take much longer than that to 
completely max-out the severely limited feature-set. 


your data, as well as keep and restore back-ups 
(automatically saved when quitting the application), but 
otherwise, PIMOne is a one-PIM show from start to finish. 

Given the number of PIMs on offer, its not difficult to see 
that you can do much, much better. PIMOne fills a certain 
niche for absolute newcomers to the PC world, who are 
desperately seeking something that will do the job without 
overcomplicating a simple enough process. As a free product, 
this would be perfectly acceptable. For cash, however, the 
sheer number of PIMs on the market make PIMOne an 
extremely difficult sell. Lacking most of the basic features that 
its competitors ship as standard, without adding anything of 
particular note to fill the gap, its one to avoid unless buying 
a quick present for a genuinely new PC user. 
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PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Open source 
INFO hitp://pim.kde.org 


CPU Pentium 





KDE-PIM 


Value N/A 
Features 00000000 
Performance @©0000000 








PRICE £16 (£14 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER PIMOne Software 
(online only) 

INFO www.pimone.com 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


ecPlus ratings ee 
PIMONE SOFTWARE 
PIMONE 2 


Value 0000 





Features Ci 2X3) 


Performance ©0000 
OVERALL 4) 














CHAOS SOFTWARE Time and Chaos 6 


TT and Chaos, in addition to having by far the 
Snappiest name of the products on offer here, is the 
most dedicated time-management PIM. It only features the 
most primitive support for email (mailto: links summon your 
package of choice), but makes up for it with a far greater 
focus on day-to-day planning and organisation. 

To begin with, while much of the competition favours 
tabs and individual screens, Time and Chaos puts all 
information you may need to know on the main screen. One 
panel handles appointments, another your ‘To Do list. A 
calendar is always on hand, red-letters flagging up important 
days well in advance, along with a list of contacts whose 
associated information can be almost anything, from Yahoo! 
Messenger accounts to MapQuest URLs (though not MSN 
Messenger accounts). One particularly useful element is a 
live link to the World Time Clock, telling you exactly what 
time it is in your contacts part of the world, saving an 
embarrassing Impromptu business meeting at 3am. 

Despite this day-by-day focus, its easy to create full 
calendars for the month (provided in HTML format for mailing 
or simple printing), with quick reminders of exactly what 
each day has planned for you. In a good twist, however, 
Time and Chaos recognises that sometimes things dont go 
entirely according to plan; each day presents you with its 
own ‘To Do’ list rather than the traditional never-ending 
assault of every chore you have planned for the next three 
months. Anything not specifically checked off as complete 
automatically rolls over to the next month. Each task can be 
assigned a priority, along with appointment-style recurrence 
— ironically absent in many other PIM packages 

Equally, traditional examples do their best to keep your 
affairs in order, but the sheer mass of appointments, tasks 
and other information can soon weigh you down. Time and 


PRICE £24 (£20 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Chaos Software 

+1 972 495 6724 (US) 

INFO www.chaossoftware.com 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 32MB RAM 
OS Windows 98 or higher 





CHAOS SOFTWARE 
TIME AND CHAOS 6 


009000000 
Performance 0090000000 


Features 





On the road with your PIM 
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Getting down to brass tacks with one of the most comprehensive 
schedule-focused packages available. 


Chaos offers plenty of methods to bring the problem under 
control: grouped entries, filtering by user-selected categories, 
linking appointments and ‘To Dos’ to’ Contacts’. Filtering the 
resulting list makes it possible to instantly drill down to the 
exact information youte looking for, along with shortcuts to 
relevant files and typed notes in RIF format. Finally, Time and 
Chaos reminds you of events even if it isn’t up and running. 

On the negative side, Time and Chaos doesn't come with 
any way of transferring your data to PDA format. This task is 
handled by another application, ChaosSync, sold for not 
much less than Time and Chaos itself. This certainly knocks a 
few points off the value score, though at the time of writing, 
the company was running a special bundle deal on all 
software for £42. 


The danger of keeping everything on hand is that it can easily slip through your fingers 


rivacy is extremely important when 
Q settling on a PIM system. It might seem 
obvious to download everything to your trusty 
handheld, but doing so means that losing it 
doesn't just mean losing access to the 
information (after all, you have another copy on 
your hard drive), but rather the exposing of your 
contacts, schedule, addresses and other personal 
information to whoever picks it up. Do you really 
want a potential burglar knowing that your family 
holiday is due to take you out of the country next 
week? Likewise, having friends and family able 


more public than you expected. 
Avoiding this is usually straightforward 


needs access to it, there's no point just 


who happens to surf past. 

In most cases, a calendar that gives 
you the option to publish to the Internet 
or a specific server will offer a much 
more convenient alternative — flagging 
up those parts of the day when you're 
busy, but not offering up a specific 
reason as to why. This is a much safer 
bet to make public, leaving you the 
option of explaining by email (or other 
communications systems) as and when 
you deem it necessary for the other 
person to know. E 
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to check up on what you're doing may seem like 
an obvious benefit, but complete strangers will 
have exactly the same ability just by guessing 
your name. Use your real one, or a standard web 
pseudonym, and your life could become much 


enough. Your PDA should always have some 
form of protection — ideally, full encryption, but 
at the very least, a strong password. Online, be 
very careful about who you trust enough to 
have full access to your calendar information. 
Unless there's a specific reason why someone 


handing it over on a silver platter to anyone 




















Remember 
to keep your 
PDA charged 
while away 
from the 
computer. 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Outlook 2003 


PRICE £83 (£71 ex VAT) £324 as part of MS Office 2003 (£276 ex VAT) 


SUPPLIER Microsoft 0870 601 0100 
INFO www.microsoft.com 


ores choice. Outlook has many 
detractors, but as a complete all-in-one, 
nothing else comes close. Its dominance in business 
makes it important to have on hand when dealing 
with suppliers and companies, but it's the smooth 
interface and easy access to all your personal 
information in one place that makes it stand out. A 
terrific mail client (for the most part, at least ...), mixed 
with its own PIM features and the Business Contact 


Emm Lente 
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BEST VALUE 
Yahoo! Calendar 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Yahoo! 
INFO hittp://calendaryahoo.com 


We used to free services being somewhat less 
than inspiring, but Yahoo! Calendar (and 
associated services) really does pack a hefty punch. 
Available from any machine with an Internet connection, 
with full mail, scheduling and reminder functions (and 
free to boot), its hard to think what else you could want 
for personal use. While not the ideal pitch for the cynical 
boss, and always facing the fear of web services being 
cut back, right now its by far the easiest way of jumping 
into the PIM fray. 


PC verdict @©00000000 
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Manager plug-in, makes it ideal for handling 
everything from daily ‘To Do lists to remembering 
the boss’ birthday. That said, mail handling could 
be improved. The tidal wave of spam hardly blinks 
an eye at the built-in spam filter. And if youte not 
comfortable using it as your primary email client, 
theres no point using the rest of it to run your life. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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BEST PERFORMER 
Time and Chaos 6 


PRICE £24 (£20 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Chaos Software +1 972 495 6724 (US) 
INFO www.chaossoftware.com 


0 not the most comprehensive package on 
offer, but its definitely the best at its chosen 


task. While the absence of email is a shame in the face 
of Microsoft Outlook, Poco Systems Barca and the other 
more advanced tools on offer, Time and Chaos easily 
fights back with one of the most comprehensive 
systems for planning your day-to-day life and business. 
Be careful, though — you'll need to purchase additional 
components if you require PDA support as well as 
desktop access. 


PC verdict 
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Organising your life is a serious subject, which is why 
you need serious software. And here are the best ... 


Will online ever catch up? 


As with so many types of software, 
it's difficult to recommend a specific 
winner — everyone has such wildly 
different needs. If you only ever sit 
in front of one computer, having 
online access, calendar scheduling 
and other advanced features on the 
web really is overkill. For us, 
however, with at least two 
computers, plus a handful of 
portable systems, the benefit of 
being able to log onto a site and 
get our updated information is 
invaluable. And while we're much 
too organised to need email 
reminders, SMS messages and 
other alerts that critical tasks need 
to be done, we can certainly see 
the benefit. The big problem with 
all of the web services on offer is 
that, being restricted to HTML, 
they're often too slow. What should 
be a quick-click edit quickly turns 
into a long trawl through multiple 
hyperlinks, frames that fail to load 
properly, and a complete lack of 
quick shortcuts. The benefits make 
this more than worthwhile when 
you suddenly realise what's gone 
wrong (not to mention removing 
the need to take back-ups), but it's 
definitely something that needs to 
be addressed if future online 
packages are going to take over as 
everyone's first choice 

for scheduling. 

Whichever package you choose, 
it won't do you any good unless 
you make sure it’s kept up to date 
with all your pressing 
engagements. Sadly, the scheduler 
capable of telling you what you're 
meant to be doing on-the-fly 
remains firmly in the land of sci-fi. 
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Five value-driven hard-working desktop challengers 
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Your guarantee 


The manufacturers have 
guaranteed that these PCs 
will be available with their 
featured specifications while 
this issue of PC Plus is on 
sale — from 19/01/05 to 
15/02/05. Any component 
changes will be due to 
unforeseen shortages. Note: 
replacement parts may 
increase the system price. 





WORKHORSE PCs 





Simon Williams 


Editor's Choice Performance Award simon.williams @futurenet.co.uk 





Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance and 
quality tests, where money is 
less important 


Simon has been an IT journalist 
for 20 years, and has spent half 
that time dissecting computers, 

peripherals and software 


Bark asics 


lf you need a PC for work duties, you wont need fancy graphics 
or sound, says Simon Williams hunts out five value machines 


his group marks a departure from our 

normal testing of multimedia PCs. 

Here, we're looking at desktop PCs 
designed specifically for working, either in a 
small office or in the home. The requirements 
of such machines are rather different from the 
typical all-singing, all-dancing specifications 
we usually review. 

Many of the features you may value in a 
home PC are surplus to requirements for typical 
office applications. There's very little need for raunchy 
sound, for example, as long as you can hear the 
basic Windows beeps, boings and pings. 

The graphics output doesn’t need to be 
sophisticated either, though if your work includes 
image- or video-editing, youd still expect some 
graphical punch. A good keyboard and mouse should 


THE PC PLUS BENCHMARK FOR PCs 


figure on your feature list too, as youre likely to be 
typing for a good part of your working day. You'll 
probably also want a reasonably compact PC, so 
that it doesn't dominate your desk, and you'll 
definitely need networking and Internet features 
built-in to take advantage of email and the web. 
The processor doesn't need to be as fast as 
in a general-purpose PC either, as the majority of 
basic Windows and office tasks are far from 
processor-intensive. With all these downgrades 
from a typical consumer PC, youd expect to pay 
a lot less for your computer, too. You may be 
surprised at the prices asked for these machines. 
So, here we have five worthy PCs from the 
main players in the field, all hoping to catch the 
eye, but only one can win the coveted PC Plus 
Editor's Choice award. 





PROVIDES INFORMATION YOU CAN TRUST 


The benchmark score for PCs is derived from a comprehensive set of real 
computing tests that evaluate every aspect of a PC system, not just the 
speed of the processor. The score provides an objective, scientific speed 
rating and is based on a score of 1.0 for PC with a 2.2GHz AMD Athlon 
XP 3200+ CPU, 512MB of Corsair DDR400 RAM, 7200rpm Western 
Digital hard drive and the nForce? chipset. 
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PRICE £699 (£595 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CFL 01446 77 5985 
INFO www.cfl-systems.com 
WARRANTY Three years, collect 
and return 
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PecPlus ratings 
CFL CONNECT 6 


Value 009000000009 
Features 0090000000 





Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL 9) 


PRICE £699 (£595 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Elonex 020 8452 2444 
INFO www.elonex.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, on-site 


PCPlus 
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PCPlus 
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ELONEX PROSENTIA 2000 


Value 00000000009 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©00000000 
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CFL 
Connect 6 | 


T) his is one of the more unusual 
machines in this lab test, not 
just in what it offers, but also in its 
internal design. Behind a hinged front 
door, theres a DVD rewriter and a DVD 
reader, as well as a seven-way 
memory card reader. This targets the 
PC more at the home market, where it 
might be pushed into service for 
some leisure activities, such as movie 
playback or video-editing, on top of 
more traditional work tasks. 

The Connect 6 is built around a 
3GHz Pentium 4 with 512MB of 
400MHz memory, but 16MB of this 


ELONEX - 
Prosentia fa 
2000 : 





O: innocuous cream case of 
Elonex’s Prosentia 2000 conceals 
a purposeful PC. Built around a 3GHz 
Pentium 4 processor, it comes with 
512MB of memory, but some of this is 
shared with the Intel GMA900 graphics 
processor in the chipset. 

A /5GB Seagate hard drive provides 
fixed storage and is supported by both 
a DVD/CD-RW combo drive and a 
legacy 3.5in floppy. This is a good 
combination to ensure maximum 
compatibility, though we still have 
some reservations about a CD-only 
recording facility in this PC. 
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memory complement is used for the 
embedded Intel 865G graphics. It's a 
shame you can't assign more. The 
case is designed for superior cooling 
and low noise and features a power 
supply set into the bottom front 
corner, where it keeps the centre of 
gravity down. A cage, designed to 
reduce the noise of the hard drive, Is 
left empty in this model, as it doesn't 
yet fit the type of 152GB SATA hard 
drive supplied. CFL is modifying the 
case, though. 

The 17in Samsung LCD monitor 
provides a clear, well-formed picture 


— 
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This is the only machine in the 
group to include a Gigabit LAN 
connection, so if you have the latest 
fast networking hubs, you'll be able to 
get full bandwidth data pathways from 
this machine. 

Intels GMA900 chipset includes full 
support for the PCI express bus — the 
latest high-bandwidth graphics 
Standard. The system board provides 
integrated graphics, yet also supports a 
separate 16x PCI Express slot and a 1x 
Slot for non-graphics expansion cards. 

The 15in Elonex-badged LCD 
monitor provides a clear, sharp picture, 








and offers more Windows desktop 
Space than the slightly cramped 15in 
displays featured elsewhere. 


In use 

The SYSmark benchmark produced 

an Index of 1.19, nearly up to the 
performance of the Elonex system 
and certainly plenty for day-to-day 
business applications. The limited, 
shared graphics memory of just 16MB, 
and the embedded graphics chip, 
mean that this system is incapable of 
running 3DMark 2003, however. 


Service and support 

CFL offers a three-year collect and 
return warranty, and the company 
claims a turnaround service whereby 
a call placed on Monday morning 
should see a repaired PC returned by 
Wednesday, If this proves to be the 
case, its an excellent offering. 


Conclusion 

A copy of the extremely competent 
Ability Office Professional is bundled 
with the Connect 6, as is Norton 
Internet Security. When you look at the 
complete offering, you can see this Is 
a high-value system for use in the 
home. The DVD rewriter is perhaps 
over-egging things but, otherwise, 
your'e getting a quick and versatile 
PC at a great price. 


though this size of screen diagonal 
now seems somewhat restrictive. At 
the price, its a reasonable offering. 


In use 

Benchmark results were generally good 
and were strongest where it counts. 
SYSmark produced a PC Plus Index of 
1.22, the highest in the group by a 
significant margin, and shows that this 
system provides good applications 
support. Although the Prosentia also 
completed the s5DMark 2003 test, the 
resulting index of just 994 is not so 
impressive. Still, for the occasional 
after-hours game, it should be more 
than adequate. 


Service and support 

Elonex provides a full three-year on- 
site warranty with the Prosentia 2000, 
and claims a ‘next working day’ callout 
for servicing under guarantee. This is 
about as good as you can get and we 
have no complaints on any aspect of 
the warranty. 


Conclusion 

A full copy of Works Suite 2005 is 
provided with the system, so you get 
Word as your word processor. When 
you look at the price of this Elonex 
offering — under £700 including VAT — 
its good value, with support in most 
of the important areas. 


EVESHAM 
Axis 32b 


CO: many ways, Eveshams 
offering looks like a standard 
desktop PC, cut down slightly in size 
and facilities. Paradoxically, at the same 
time, it offers at least one interesting 
innovation. The system board includes 
Alls integrated graphics chipset, the 
Xpress 200 IGP which is one of the first 
chipsets we've seen to produce 
reasonable graphics performance. 

The PC has no legacy floppy drive, 
which wete not convinced is a good 
idea in a PC aimed at the home, but it 
includes a DVD rewriter, which is a 
bonus. Most companies, even small 





FUJITSU SIEMEN 
Scenic 
P300 





Q: Siemens’ Scenic P300 
SiS661 has a peculiar internal 
design, where the power supply is 
slung halfway down the case, over the 
system board, apparently so it can 
share a single fan with the cooler on 
the 2.66GHz Celeron D330 processor. 
This leaves a big empty space above 
the power supply and makes it 
awkward to get to the system board. 
The processor has 256MB of main 
memory, but the fixed storage, a 6/GB 
Seagate hard drive, looks meagre in 
comparison with its competitors. In 
typical use, though, youre still unlikely 





businesses, would be reluctant to 
put a rewriter on each desk, as It’s 
too tempting to burn discs and take 
them home. But, in a single-user, or 
home-office, environment, It's not so 
much of a problem. 

The processor is an Athlon 64 
3000+, a fairly hefty powerhouse for a 
workhorse PC, and its matched by 
512MB of 400MHz memory and a 
149GB SATA hard drive, so you should 
have plenty of hardware resources to 
cover most business tasks. The 1/in 
ViewSonic LCD monitor is easy to set 
up and gives a good, clear picture. 





to fill it. As a bonus (though not always 
a welcome one in productivity terms), 
theres a DVD reader in the front panel 
and a 3.5in floppy drive, too. 

The chipset on the system board is 
from SiS, and this includes integrated 
graphics, though it doesnt have the 
performance of the new ATI Xpress 200 
IGP Fujitsu Siemens chooses to match 
the PC with a 17in CRT monitor. We've 
no objection to this, particularly if it 
keeps the cost down, but this 
particular unit looks out of date and 
has a disappointing (and unattractive) 
rounded screen face, and the picture 
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In use 

Thanks to the combination of 64-bit 
processor and All graphics chipset, the 
results from the Axis 32b benchmark 
tests were best in the group. A PC Plus 
Index of 1.14 is not at all bad for a 
machine in this class, and to get any 
result from the uncompromisingly 
taxing 3DMark 2003 benchmark is 
impressive. A figure of 1,360 is not to 
be sniffed at. On top of this, the 
Microsoft wireless keyboard and 
mouse is comfortable to use over 
long periods. 


Service and support 

Evesham provides its usual excellent 
three-year warranty with this system, 
providing two years on-site cover and 
the third year is return to base (but stil 
includes parts and labour costs). With 
a turnaround of one day on both parts 
of this cover, you should have very 
little to worry about. 


Conclusion 

Theres little doubt that this powerful 
and flexible system, which comes 
complete with a copy of Microsoft 
Works Suite 2005, will be able to 
handle most of the tasks you throw at 
it (and then some). The only blot in its 
otherwise impressive copybook Is 
whether you want to part with the 
best part of £800 for the privilege. 


quality isnt up to even the cheapest of 
the LCDs. An upgrade to a 15in LCD 
from the same source costs £123. 


In use 

An office PC doesnt need the kind of 
performance youd expect from a 
multimedia machine. Even so, the PC 
Plus Index of 0.81 produced by the 
Scenic is pretty feeble by todays high 
standards. The SiS chipset isn't capable 
of running 3DMark 2003, but were not 
particularly surprised by this. 

The keyboard and mouse, while 
nothing special to look at, are 
comfortable to use, and the keyboard 
has a particularly soft, yielding action. 


Service and support 

One of the strong points of the Fujitsu 
Siemens offering is its three-year on- 

site warranty, with a claimed two-day 

callout. This is the kind of support you 
need when youre handling vital day- 

to-day data on a PC 


Conclusion 

Were pleased to say that the Fujitsu 
Siemens PC includes a copy of the 
Small Business Edition of Microsoft 
Office 2005 with this system, which is 
considerably more capable than 
Microsoft Works. Even so, this system 
looks expensive in comparison with 
some others in the group. 











PRICE £763 (£649 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, one 
year return to base 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Burnbank 01473 41 7100 
INFO www.fujitsu-siemens.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, on-site 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


250 500 1,000 1,500 


PCPlus 
2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 


10 15 2.0 


FUJITSU-SIEMENS SCENIC 
P300 SIS661 





PCPlus 226 | February 2005 ia 





PRICE £1,027 (£874 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0870 010 4320 


INFO www.hp.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year on-site, two 
years return to base (parts only) 
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O: dx6050 uses a surprisingly 
conventional design inside its 
mini-tower case. The neat HP system 
board holds an Athlon XP 3000+ with 
256MB of memory. A 75GB hard drive 
provides fixed storage and a DVD 
rewriter enables you to burn discs. 
Again, were not convinced about the 
wisdom of including a rewritable drive 
in a business PC but, for home use, it 
needn't be a problem. 

The graphics output comes from an 
Nvidia nForce2 chip on the system 
board which provides muscle for the 
17in LCD monitor, again, a product of 


Network pointers 


By linking PCs across a shared network, you can save time, money and valuable resources 


If you're setting up a small network, consider first what you need the 
network for and what you want it to do for you. The primary functions 


of most networks in small businesses and the home are to share 
resources, such as printers and an Internet connection, to transfer 
electronic documents easily from PC to PC, and to provide secure 

archival procedures to protect against data loss. 


Transferring documents is fairly straightforward once you have your 
network in place and have opened up folders on the PCs for sharing. 


You may want to set in place a system for updating documents, and 
the peer-review facilities in most modern word processors and 
spreadsheets can help with this. 


Making a printer or Internet connection available to everybody on a 


network can save cost and make it easier for you to administrate. If 
everybody is going through a single gateway, you can control things 














HP's own fair hand. This is an 
attractive-looking display and has the 
added advantage of including a 90 
degree rotation facility. The monitor 
comes with Pivot software, so that 
Windows still displays correctly if you 
choose to use the monitor in its 
‘portrait’ mode. 

The HP keyboard has a dull and 
lifeless feel to it, and we wouldn't be 
too happy typing with it for prolonged 
periods (especially heavy office use). 
The mouse is standard Logitech fare, 
which means it does the job and is 
comfortable enough. 


Browse For Printer 
Locate your network prnter 


In use 

While the dx6050 did rather better than 
the Fujitsu Siemens on the SYSmark 
benchmark, it still only clocked up a PC 
Plus Index of 0.98. Given the Athlon XP 
and nForce? chips at its heart, this isnt 
a good result. The PC also had 
problems running 3DMark 2003, which 
we half expected it would, but at least 
3DMark claimed it could run one of its 
four games models. The Fujitsu 
Siemens couldn't run any. 


Support and service 

HP provides a three-year warranty with 
the dx6050, the first year of which is 
on-site. After this, unusually, it covers 
just the parts and not the labour to fix 
them. The monitor is covered 
separately for three years, on-site. 


Conclusion 

Despite a direct request, the HP 
machine didn't come with any form of 
integrated software, and youd need to 
buy this separately to start using the 
machine for work. 

Even without the software, youre 
expected to stump up more than 
£1,000 for what is essentially a fairly 
basic computer. Thats £300 more 
than the Evesham or Fujitsu Siemens 
systems and, for the life of us, we 
cant see anything that warrants such 
a high price tag. 


Printer; JHP Lasenet 4050 Senes 


Æ \\ACC-NSHACKELL\ Accounts Colour HP Color LaserJet 5500 PS 

& \\ADN-CHOLLOWAY\Caroline Holloy HP Lasewet 4M Plus 
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=] \WASB-KCORTENSHP Color LaserJet HP Color Laserdet 5500 PCLE 


such as virus detection and spam filtering from one central point. You 
may also be able to make savings by buying multi-licence versions of 
your main software applications, rather than separate copies for each 
PC (a few copies of Microsoft Office or Adobe InDesign soon adds up). 
Updates to the software can then be sent out from a central server, so 
you know all your PCs are up to date. 

If the data you work with is sensitive or valuable to you — most 
companies have at least a customer database that means a lot to 
them — you should think seriously about keeping regular back-ups. 

If you had a small fire in your office that managed to destroy some of 





your computers, would you still be able to run your business while you 
dealt with the insurance claim? If you take precautionary steps to 
back-up your vital data, preferably on a PC in another building (there 
are secure Internet services that offer back-up if your business is 
based in a single building), you should be able to get going again 
almost immediately. E 
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This month's contenders up close... 
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DETAILS i 
Supplier CFL 
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Fujitsu Siemens 





















































Elone Evesham 
Model Connect 6 Prosentia 2000 Axis 32b Scenic P300 SiS661 dx6050 
Telephone number 01446 77 5985 020 8452 2444 0870 160 9500 01473 41 7100 0870 010 4320 
Info www.cfl-systems.com www.elonex.co.uk www.evesham.com www-ujitsu-siemens.co.uk www-hp.co.uk 
Price £699 (£595 ex VAT) £699 (£595 ex VAT) £763 (£649 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £1,027 (£874 ex VAT) 
Warranty 3 years collect and return 3 years on-site 2 years on-site plus 1 year 3 years on-site PC is 1 year on-site, + 2 years 
return to base return to base (parts only); 
monitor is 3 years on-site 
Callout/turnaround N/A/1 day 2 days/N/A 1 day/1 day 2 days/N/A not stated/not stated 
Delivery charge inc VAT £35 Included (order online) £40 £18 £30 
CPU Type/Clock (GHz) Pentium 4/30 Pentium 4/30 Athlon 64 3000+/18 Celeron D330/2.66 Athlon XP 3000/2.16 
Level 2 cache (KB) 1,024 1,024 512 256 512 
System board Intel D865GLC Microstar MS-7034 Microstar MS-7093 Fujitsu Siemens D1761-A HP 0830h 
Chipset Intel 865G Intel 915G ATI Radeon Xpress 200 IGP SiS661FX Nvidia nForce2 
Memory/bus clock (MHz) 400/400DC 333/533DC 400/400 333/400 333/333 
Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 256 256 
Maximum memory (GB) 4 2 4 2 2 
Hard drive make Maxtor SATA Seagate Maxtor SATA Seagate Western Digital 
Hard drive capacity (GB) 152 75 149 67 75 
CD/DVD drive make/speed NEC DVD+RW DL/8x4x16 CD-RW/DVD combo/ Sony DVD+RW DL/16x4x16 LG DVD/x16 NEC DVD+RW/8x4x16 
52x24x52x16 
Other drives and devices Samsung DVD x16, 7-card Floppy, Gigabit LAN V92 modem, 10/100 LAN Floppy, V92 modem, 10/100 10/100 LAN 
reader, V92 modem LAN 
EXPANSION ee 
PCI slots: total/free, AGP a7 | 3/2, 0 ILN 33d o il 
PCI-e slots: total/free 0/0 2x 16, Ix 1/1,1 1/1 0/0 0/0 
Drive bays External/ DRX 0 D I 52, k 5) 2X3 © 2x525 2X01) Di D We SEs) e) cor 2X525 POXOD 2X99 
Internal 
Ports Serial, 6x USB 2.0, parallel 2x serial, 6x USB 2.0, parallel 6x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire, parallel Serial, 6x USB 2.0, parallel Serial, 6x USB 2.0, parallel 
Monitor model Samsung 710V Elonex MNOLSCOM ViewSonic VX715 Fujitsu Siemens /VIr+ hp1350 
Monitor type LCD LCD LCD CRT LCD 
Quoted/viewable (in) 17/1700 15/1500 17/1700 17/16.25 17/1700 
Dot pitch/max res 1,280x1,024 1024x768 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 
(mm/pix) 
Video adaptor Intel 865G Intel GMA900 ATI 200 IGP SiS 661FX Nvidia nForce2 
AGP/PCI-e level AGP 8x PCI-e 16x PCI-e 16x AGP 8x AGP 8x 
Video memory (MB) 16 128 (shared) 128 64 (shared) 64 
RAS eee 
Soundcard SoundMax 4 (AD1985) Intel Azalia 71 ATI 5.1 RealTek ALC655 5.1 SoundMax AC9/ 
Speakers None None None None None 
BIOS make Award Award Award Phoenix HP 
Power: run/suspend (VA) 168/77 156/64 189/87 163/40 172/77 
Noise level (dBA) <40 <40 <40 <40 <40 
SOFTWARE eee 
Operating system Windows XP Home SP2 Windows XP Pro SP2 Windows XP Home SP2 Windows XP Pro SP2 Windows XP Home SP2 
Filing system NTFS FAT 32 NTFS NTFS NTFS 
Bundled software Ability Office Pro, Norton IS, MS Works Suite 2005, Nero MS WorksSuite 2005, Pinnacle MS Office Small Business Retrospect Express, Easy CD/ 
Nero, Power DVD, modem/ Express, PowerDVD, CD/ Studio 9, Instant CD/DVD, Edition, DeskView, Fsecure AV, DVD, Norton AV2004 
sound utils modem/sound utils e-trust AV, WinDVD, CD/modem/ WinDVD, CD/modem/sound 
sound utils utils 


PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 
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Table Results 


OX benchmarks are designed to rigorously test 


every aspect of a PC to judge its overall 
performance. Each chart enables you to tell, at a 
glance, how each PC has performed in each area, 
plus its overall score (shown opposite). 


The PC Plus Index gives a relative score against a 


baseline system that achieves a benchmark score 
of 1.0. For the PC Plus Index 2004, the specification 
is: 2.2GHz AMD Athlon XP 3200+ CPU, 512MB of 
Corsair DDR400 RAM, 7200rpm Western Digital hard 
drive and the nForce2 chipset. 
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EDITOR’S CHOICE 


CFL CONNECT 6 


PRICE £699 (£595 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CFL 01446 77 5985 
INFO www.cfl-systems.com 
WARRANTY Three years, collect and return 


his is a very well-conceived PC for use in a 

home or small office environment. Its radical 
internal design includes a power supply at the base 
of the case and internal sound dampening for the 
hard drive, which is often considered one of the 
noisiest components. 

The Connect 6 is a well-equipped PC, with a 
substantial hard drive, 17in LCD monitor and two DVD 
units, plus a card reader. While some of this may be 
considered overkill on an office PC, as the price is no 
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BEST PERFORMER 


ELONEX 
PROSENTIA 2000 


PRICE £699 (£595 ex VAT) EEr 
SUPPLIER Elonex 020 8452 2444 O 
INFO www.elonex.co.uk 

WARRANTY Three years on site 


ore and more businesses have some need for 
is in their work. This may only be 
incorporating logos into letterheads or photographs 
into brochures or reports but, increasingly, it involves 
2D and 3D work, the kind of thing this Elonex 
machine is good at. While it may not look anything 
special, and the 15in LCD monitor certainly appears a 
bit skimpy, its performance on the crucial SYSmark 
benchmark shows that it has more processing 
muscle then many of the more showy PCs. 2D and 
even 3D graphics throughput isnt bad for this class of 
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higher than any other, you may as well have the 
extra facilities, which could come in useful. 

The machine uses integrated graphics from the 
system board, so is never going to be good for any 
form of game, but this could be a singular advantage 
if youre using the PC in a home office. Keeping 
young gamers’ hands off its keyboard could be a 
distinct advantage. 


PC verdict 000000000 








machine, though its never going to be suitable for 
inveterate gamers. 

Yet, performance isnt all about clock rates, and 
things like warranty cover in case of breakdown 
means a lot to a business administrator if your PC (or 
group of PCs) is doing work crucial to your business. 
Elonex provides three year, on-site cover with this 
machine, which is particularly good for a product in 
this price range. 


PC verdict 000000000 








Bells and whistles are not, for a change, the order of 
the day. With this in mind, here are the winners ... 


Networking under XP 
It's simple really ... 


As technologies mature, they 
become less of a hassle to use. 
Modems, for instance, used to 
require an esoteric knowledge 
equalled only by the initiation 
rituals of the Knights Templar. The 
same was true of networking, but 
now these modern office 
requirements have been 
simplified, automated and 
mercifully hidden from view. 

Setting up an office network 
doesn't take much more than 
connecting the cables. You'll need 
a hub, of course; the box which 
manages all the traffic racing from 
one machine to another, and, if 
you have a broadband connection, 
you might as well make it a router. 
A router acts as both hub and 
hardware firewall — essential if 
you want to avoid hackers. 

Switch everything off and 
connect cables from each PC to the 
hub. If you're going wire-free, 
install the software and fit wireless 
network adaptors to each PC you 
want to link. Now switch 
everything off and then switch the 
hub on first, followed by each PC. 
You should find Windows XP 
detects the new network 
connection automatically and 
installs the drivers. 

You shouldn't need to give each 
machine an IP address (the unique 
identity by which it can be known 
on the network) as most routers 
include address servers that 
automatically allocate them. This 
should all go on behind the 
scenes; all you'll see are 
connections available to your other 
PCs. Click on ‘My Network Places’ 
to see which PCs are available. 

To be able to see a PC on your 
network, it should have some 
resource available, usually access 
to a disk drive. If you can't ‘see’ a 
particular PC on your network, 
right-click one of its drive folder 
icons and select ‘Sharing and 
Security’. Name it and turn sharing 
on. It should appear in the 
‘Network Places’ lists on the PCs. 


PCPlus 276 | February 2005 





HELPDESK 


PCPlus 


HELPDESK 











-We solve your computing problems 
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132 Adding to the Start menu 


132 New year resolution 
133 Still cutting and pasting 
133 Finding a CAB 

133 Minimise me 

134 Tender MIDI riff 

134 Closing shop 

135 Broadband speed 

135 There are limits 


135 Faster than a speeding 
mouse 


135 Can | get rid of DLLs? 
137 New calendars for old 
137 UPS 

137 Data recovery 

138 Linux modems revisited 
138 Viewing your sites 
HELPDESK HARDWARE 
140 Battery drain 

140 No fault found 
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141 Graphics slowdown 
141 From PC to TV 
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142 OpenOffice.org 

143 Licence to kill 


143 Object linking and 
embedding 


A wizard guides you through the 
process of adding shortcuts and 


new folders to the Start menu. 


Taskbar Options Start Menu Programs | 


Customize Start menu 


= = ‘You can customize your Start menu by 
ee adding or removing items from it. 


| Remove... | Advanced... | 


Documents menu 


Click the Clear button to remove the contents 
of the Documents menu and other personal 


cig 


history lists. 








This month, our dynamic duo, Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey, look 
in-depth at your data handling problems and MIDI vs WAV 


WINDOWS 
Adding to the Start menu 


I've had nothing but problems 

modifying my Windows 98SE 
Start menu and the ‘pop open’ 
menus that attach to it. Some 
installation programs add bits and 
pieces and others don't do enough. 
I can delete entries in these menus 
easily enough by right-clicking and 
selecting ‘Delete’, but creating a 
new shortcut in specific places is a 
nightmare. Can you provide any tips? 
Gerry Shawn 


Theres a direct way to edit these 

menus under the supervision of 
a wizard. Unfortunately, different 
editions of Windows don't use the 
same method to invoke the wizard. 
Right-click the ‘Start’ button and check 
to see if the resulting context menu has 
a ‘Properties’ entry. If not, right-click on 
an empty part of the Taskbar (usually at 
the bottom of your screen, to the left of 
the System Tray and date). In either 
case, select ‘Properties’ and you get a 
box with tabs for ‘Taskbar’ and ‘Start 
Menu Programs’. 

Select this second tab and you'll 
find three buttons: Add’, ‘Remove’ and 
Advanced’. In Windows XP you need to 
click on a button called ‘Customise’ for 
whichever style of Start menu you've 
chosen to use. Click on Add’ and you'll 
be presented with the ‘Create Shortcut’ 
dialog box. Press the ‘Browse’ button 
and locate the 
program (or data 
file) you want to 
put in the Start 
menu system. 
When you find 
it, left-click on it 
and press the 
‘Next’ button. 
Now the wizard 
opens a box 
with which you 
can select the 
folder into which 
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you want to place the shortcut. At this 
point, you can also create a new folder 
courtesy of the nice convenient button. 
(This can be a bit of a problem if you 
try to build a folder by direct editing.) If 
you continue following the wizard, 
pressing the ‘Next’ button, you'll be 
given opportunities to select an 
appropriate icon and decide on an 
entry name. 

Instead of following the wizard, you 
can press the Advanced’ button on the 
Start menu tab, back on the ‘Properties’ 
page. This will activate a version of 
Windows Explorer focused on the Start 
menu, equipping you with the options 
to make more detailed changes to the 
menu (such as renaming) in the same 
way you would if you were editing a 
list of files and directories. 

If youre editing the Start menu in 
this latter way, any changes you make 
will be live (they'll take effect 
immediately). This is because Windows 
reads in the Start menu as you go 
through it. This has the advantage that 
you can see how the lists of menu 
options will look as you work on them, 
but it has the side effect of some 
pseudo menus (such as the ‘Settings’ | 
‘Control Panel’ menu) taking a while to 
load up as Windows searches through 
the links to the files in order to find 
each program's icon. The biggest 
advantage, however, is that you have 
Windows’ file management system 
preventing you from making an 
irrevocable mess that will kill your 
system. You'll have to work at it to get 
the menu to fall over, because this part 
of it is not in the Registry. 


WINDOWS DESKTOP 
New year resolution 


I'm running Windows Me on 
my system and often find that 
I have to change the monitor 
resolution to use some programs 
effectively. | know that, by clicking on 
an empty part of the desktop and 
selecting ‘Properties’ and then the 





General | Adapter | Monitor | Performance | Color Manag 





— Display 
Font Size: 
[Large Fonts y| 


125% normal size (120 dpi) 


m Compatibility 


Some programs operate improperly if you do not resta 
after you change color settings. 





If you change screen resolution frequently, 
you can make it easier by selecting a new 
resolution when you click on a tray icon. 


‘Settings’ tab, | can boost the 
resolution, but this seems like too 
much trouble and a little slow. | 
seem to remember that, some time 
ago, there was a program available 
that you could keep in the system 
tray and click on it to change 
resolution. Is this a false memory? 
If not, can you arrange to put the 
program on the SuperDisc? 

T Sixsmith 


Good news! The applet you ask 

about is already on your system 
(if you have Windows 98 or Me). All 
you have to do is activate it once, and 
this is how you do it: 

As youve done before, click on a 
bare spot of your desktop, choose 
‘Properties’ and the ‘Settings’ tab. This 
time, though, click the Advanced’ 
button for a whole new dialog. Here, 
you should choose ‘Show settings icon 
on Taskbar’ and click ‘OK’. Any time you 
have to change the resolution from 
now on, you can select the new setting 
by clicking (or right-clicking) the icon in 
the System Tray. The icon is a monitor 
with what we presume is a microscope 
sitting in front of it, or the four Microsoft 
Windows trademark colours. 

IF youre running a laptop that you 
want to use to display images using a 
projector, this is especially useful 
because, not only can you switch 
between resolutions so that your 
screen resolution is the same as the 
projector, but for a laptop, you also get 
the option of using the LCD screen, the 





Contact us 


helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 
O Fax — 01225 732 295 


M] Write to: HelpDesk, Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, Bath BA1 2BW 


HelpDesk welcomes questions, tips and follow-ups to published items, 
but please note that we can only respond via the pages of the magazine. 


= http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


HELPDESK 





Paul Grosse 
helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 


Paul started helping people 
with their problems on the 
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Never underestimate the power of the keyboard. You don’t need a mouse to cut, copy 
or paste, so why bother darting back and forth between keys and your mouse? 


projector (called ‘Monitor’ — it doesn't 
know what you've plugged into the 
VGA output at the back), or both. 


WINDOWS EXPLORER 
Still cutting and pasting 


Unless this is your first time here, you'll 
know that we at HelpDesk passionately 
encourage users to cut, copy and paste 
using [CTRL]+IX] (cut — imagine the ‘x’ 
as a pair of scissors), [CTRL]+IC] (copy), 
and [CTRL]+V] (paste — imagine the ‘v’ 
moving down, inserting the contents of 
the clipboard into the space it creates). 
Those who get used to using these key 


Minimise me 


combinations regularly will find it easier 
and, more importantly, much faster 
than moving the mouse cursor across 
the screen and clicking the menu 
items. Did you know that, in Windows 
Explorer, you can use these key 
combinations when juggling files? Well, 
you can, and it will save you time and 
bother, especially when you have to 
deal with selected multiple files. Just 
one thing: beware that under certain 
conditions, you'll have to refresh the 
screen to show where you've deleted 
your files. 

You should be able to use these 
functions in the navigable ‘Open’ and 
‘Save as ... dialogs in many other 


Avoiding the ‘Minimise’ cartoon to save time and resources 


You may have noticed that your 
Windows system generates a sort of 
outline ‘ghost’ image when you 
minimise a window using the ‘minimise’ 
button at the top-right corner. This 
image appears to shrink to the bottom 
of the screen before disappearing. This 
may charm some users, but many of us 
prefer not to waste time watching it. 
You can take a few moments to rid 
yourself of the ‘Minimise’ cartoon by 
adding or changing an entry in the 
System Registry. With Regedit, navigate 
through the Registry to HKEY_CURRENT_ 
USER\ControlPanel\Desktop\ 


WindowMetrics. In the right-hand pane, 
you'll see keywords in alphabetical 
order. Among them, look for the word 
‘MinAnimate’. Right-click it and select 
‘Modify: type 0’ (zero) and then click 
‘OK’. If you don’t find the keyword 
‘MinAnimate’, right-click on any bare 
spot of the right pane, select ‘New’ from 
the drop-down menu and then ‘String 
Value’. This creates a new ‘subkey’ 
which you should immediately rename 
‘MinAnimate’. From there, you can right- 
click it and ‘Modify’ as described earlier. 
Of course, the System Registry is a 
large, crucial and sensitive database. 


programs. Think of it as performing 
some little file maintenance, storage 
saving and general tidying up, all 
without interrupting Microsoft Word. 


WINDOWS 
Finding a CAB 


A few months ago, I updated 

my Windows 98, successfully 
using a trick | learned sometime, 
somewhere. The trick was to create a 
“WIN98’ folder on disk and copy into 
it all the CAB files from the original 
installation CD. Updating Windows 
should then not require the original 
CD, and it didn’t. However, recently, | 
decided to do an update and it fell 
on its knees, so to speak. Is this trick 
a one-time thing? What would be the 
point of copying the CAB files from 
CD to disk if it has to be done on the 
second and subsequent updates? 
George Jones 


You haven't given details of your 

disk configuration, but the 
problem may well be in this area. 
Whenever you add or remove a 
portable disk (such as handy little plug- 
ins), or a virtual CD (resembling a small 
partition carved off from the hard disks 
total capacity), you change the number 
of disk devices, and this is likely to 
change the letter attached to one or 


Registry Edit 
4 My Computer 


yiew 


=> 


Wilf Hey 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 


Wilf has been hanging around 
computers for decades now. 
You'd think that something 
clever would rub off on him 





WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 

Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 

HelpDesk welcomes questions, 
tips and follow-ups to published 
items, but please note that we 
can only respond via the pages 
of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


Help 


| (J HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT 


|. (|) HKEY_CURRENT_USER 


= es | default 

ES a AppEvents 

. B Ea Control Panel 
Any corruption can Gl Accessibility 
lead to problems 
running programs 
(or total system 
loss). It is, in effect, 
a single point of 
(total) failure. For 
this reason, you should be sure that 
your Registry is backed up while in a 
working state. 

If you try this change and find that 
you really miss the animation, you can 
always restore it by resetting the 
‘MinAnimate’ subkey to the value 1 (that 
is, the figure one). E 


EI Appearance 
E] colors 
a Cursors 

j = Ea Desktop 
Sm) ResourceLocale 


BS | WindowMetrics 


{J International 


ab) CaptionHeight 
|ab) Captionwidth 

ne] IconFont 

lab] IconSpacing 

ab) IconSpacingFactor z 
lab) IconTitlewrap 

lab) IconVerticalSpac... 
no|MenuFont 

|ab] MenuHeight 

ab] Menuwidth 

a] MessageFont 





A simple change to the Registry 
will remove the animation that 
occurs when you minimise a 
window, but be careful ... 
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System File Checker identified that the following file has changed. 


File: 
Location: 


twain.dll 
CAWINDOWS 
Previous 
16/9/95 10:56 
86KB 

1.6.0.1 


Date and Time: 
Size: 


Version: 


If you upgraded this file, click Update verification information. Otherwise, click Resto 


What do you want to do? 





Registry Edit 
eon Policies 


View Help 


RunOnCe 

: RunOnCeE? 

| RunService 

| RunService 

| RunService— 
a Screen Sau 
Sao | Setup 

a Migratic + 


| + 


Current 
5/1/00 12:52 
86KB 

1.6,0,3 


ab] SetupScratchDir 
ab] SharedDir 


ab] SysDir 

lab] Tile wallpaper 
a#|Upgrade 

ab] Wallpaper 
lab] WinAdminDir 
ab] WinBootDir 
lab] WinDir 





y Computer HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE Software Microsofti W 


When you update Windows, 

it looks for compressed data 

in CAB files at a location 
recorded in the Registry, but 
things may have changed since 
the last installation. 


How can you continue when 
your system won't even show 
you save options, yet insists you 
answer the unseen question? 


IN Save changes to Image6? 





another disk on boot-up. When you 
copied the CABs into a particular disk 
partition, its address was saved in the 
Registry with the plan that it would try 
there first, when you next needed to 
update Windows. Since then, a change 
to the configuration may well have 
made this address invalid; no longer 
are the CABs to be found on the ‘D’ 
drive, for instance (partition). The 
Registry can't adjust that disk letter, as 
the entries are not written to on boot- 
up to update them and, as a result, the 
installation software will report that it 
cant find the CABs, even though they te 
in plain sight. You can correct the 
Registry with up to date information of 
where to find the CABs, but we must 
warn you, as usual, that you should 
make sure you have a working copy of 


Closing shop 


TOP TIP 


Check for essential Windows 98 system files 
to find out whether they've been changed or 
corrupted since they were first installed. Load 
the ‘System Information’ program (‘System 
Tools’ menu), Click on Tools | System File 
Checker. The System Information program itself 
is called ‘MSINFO32.exe’. 


the Registry backed-up in case of 
imminent disaster! 

So, once you have your safe 
working copy, do the following: using 
Regedit, navigate in the left pane to 
HKEY-LOCAL_MACHINE/Software/ 
Microsoft/Windows/CurrentVersion/ 
Setup and look for ‘SourcePath’. Right- 
click on this subkey and adjust it to 
reflect the correct location, such as ‘F:\ 
WIN98\’. Next time you launch the 
update program, it will look first in this 
address, whether ‘F: is a hard disk 
partition or the CD drive. 


WINDOWS START-UP 
Tender MIDI riff 


| have a snippet of music in 

a WAV file that gets played 
whenever | boot up Windows. 
However, | have a longer piece that 
I'd like to act as a substitute, but this 
happens to be in the MID format (a 
MIDI file). Unfortunately, the ‘Control 
Panel Sound’ applet doesn’t let me 
use this — at ‘Start Windows’, it 
insists on the file being a WAV file 
or nothing at all. Should I just 
convert my MID file into a WAV file, 
or can | force the ‘Sound’ applet to 
work with MID? I'm loathe to have 
to create a large file if it's not 
absolutely necessary. 
C Willar 








WAV files and MID files are 

completely different, mainly 
because the data each contains is 
different in purpose. A WAV file contains 
a digital recording of actual sound 
(effectively two channels of the results 
of a 16-bit conversion of the analogue 
sound into a digital format), a little like 
a digitised voltage reading from each 
channel at a sample rate of 44,100 
samples per second, generating files of 
roughly 180Kbps. 

A MID file essentially contains music 
notation rather than sound, with 
channels defining instruments and 
each note in each channel having its 
Start time, duration, pitch and a few 
other factors recorded. This makes MIDI 
files very flexible, with most MIDI 
players enabling you to change the 
pitch but, with the right software, you 
can change the instrumentation. So, if 
you were interested in, for example, 
what the third movement (Adagio) of 
Bartoks Music for Strings, Percussions 
and Celesta (the music from the film 
‘The Shining’) would sound like on 
oboe, a jazz drum kit and a 
vibraphone, all you have to do is find 
a MIDI copy of the music. 

First, in the ‘Sound’ applet (from 
‘Control Panel’), remove any file from 
the ‘Start Windows’ event by selecting 
‘[None]’ and then click ‘OK’ (if you find 
that just clicking ‘OK’ doesn't always 
implement the changes you want, you 


Don't let low resources hinder your creative progress in Paint Shop Pro 


Margaret Chiles writes: “You two have 
helped me in the past with your excellent 
advice on using large programs that leave 
my available resources low at certain 
times. Now I'm running into an occasional 
problem that seems to me symptomatic of 
low resources again. | hope you can help 
me out this time, too. 

“| have lots of graphic items open, 
each in its own window within Paint 
Shop Pro. | need 
to free up some 
memory, so | 
click on the ‘X’ in 
a window's top- 
right corner to 


Cancel | 
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close it. This normally opens a dialog 
box to ask whether | want to keep the 
changes made in the item but, on these 
rogue occasions, the box doesn't come 
up. | can't do much else though, 
because the focus is apparently on the 
missing option. | can't activate a 
different graphic item by clicking on it 
because the missing dialog box is still 
open (I think), though utterly invisible. 
What can I do?” 

Ultimately, Margaret, the answer is to 
revise your use of the system. There's 
no joy in living with dangerously low 
resources. Reinstalling Windows can't 
be a bad idea, as it should repair minor 


damage to system executable files. 
You're probably correct that the option 
box hasn't enough resources to hand in 
order to be displayed. However, don't 
panic because there are other ways to 
coax it into view. Hold down the [ALT] 
key and slowly press [TAB] repeatedly. 
This will cycle the focus around the 
other loaded programs. 

When you arrive back at your 
graphic utility, you should, by all rights, 
find the option box now visible. We 
found that, as soon as the [ALT] key 
was pressed, the box became visible 
again and we didn't have to tab through 
the other programs. M 


Broadband speed 


Things aren't as bad as they might, at first, seem 


Jacqueline Gardner tells us that she 
currently has a broadband connection 
with Tesco and is getting download 
speeds of around 60Kbps. Some of her 
friends are getting speeds of 400Kbps, 
so she fears she's paying for nothing. 
This can be a little confusing until you 
realise what's going on. For some 


Target 


| Ce ir MED, CANT OM. HIC 


[CAWindows| MEDIA 


If you want to hear your MIDI but not see the MIDI player, be 
sure to adjust the shortcut properties to run minimised. 





reason, many broadband connections 
are advertised in Kbps (kilobits per 
second — note the lowercase ‘b’) and 
yet, on the download progress dialog 
boxes, they're displayed in KB/s 
(kilobytes per second — an uppercase 
‘B’). If you multiply your achieved 60 by 
8, you get 480Kbps, so you're doing 


hidden, just 
hovering the 
mouse in the 
bottom left corner 
of the screen will 
do this — and then 
follow the menus 
with your mouse, 
hovering it, in turn, 
over Programs’ and 
then ‘Startup’ and 
finally, drop it in the 
‘Startup’ folder. 
After this, right- 
click on it and 
select ‘Properties’. 
Under the ‘Shortcut’ 
tab, look for the 
‘Run’ options (this is 
the same in XP as 
in 98) and then 
click on the drop- 


HELPDESK 


iNet Packets | s (15 seconds) Aed <-—<c< || >>> Green 


quite well (when you consider how 
much other stuff gets wrapped 
around your data). Losing 32Kbps 
(note the small ‘b’) is not that 
significant when you remember 
that network speeds are always the 


most you'll ever get. You're running at 94 


per cent of a maximum 64KB/s. E 


apache log files that some of the 
search engine robots that visit my 
site seem to make a lot of visits. Is 
there a utility that | can use to see 
how much traffic they generate? 
Peter Dyke 


Apache logs can be stored in 

common log file format, which 
has the advantage that they're fairly 
easy to scan. Webalizer can provide a 
great deal of information about this 
type of thing, but if you just want to 
be fairly specific about what you 
want, Webalizer is more of a 
sledgehammer to crack this walnut. In 
answer to your question, I've written a 
Perl program to do just the job: 
‘monthsbw for the Unices’ on your 
cover disc. If you're running Apache on 
a Windows machine, you can easily 
adapt the code just by changing the 





A: downloading via a 128Kbps 
connection, B: ftp through 
200Kbps, and C: ftp with 750Kbps. 





EXPLORER 


Faster than a 
speeding mouse 


If a colleague recommends a 
website, viewing it normally 
involves finding the icon for 
Internet Explorer and loading 
it, then moving the mouse to 
the text area, clicking to gain 
focus and then keying the URL. 
This seems long-winded to us, 
so try this simpler way: [START 
FLAG]+[R] (to open the RUN 
function) and follow it with the 
URL. You won't need the HTTP 
at the beginning of the URL, 
but you'll need the www for 
Windows to be able to 
recognise your intentions. Best 
of all, this will work with your 
default browser, not just IE. 





can click on Apply’ first). Next, create a 
Shortcut to your desired MIDI file by 
opening up Windows Explorer, locating 
the file and then right-clicking on it and 
selecting ‘Create Shortcut’. Next, still in 
Windows Explorer, click on the filename 
twice (but do it slowly so that the 
system doesn't misinterpret it as a 
double-click) and edit the name to 
something more meaningful. Following 
this, drag the shortcut over the ‘Start 
Menu’ button, letting it hover so that 
the menu opens up. If you have it so 
that the Taskbar is automatically 


down combo box and select 
‘Minimized’. Your MIDI file will now play 
on Start-up. 


ROBOT BANDWIDTH 
There are limits 


Currently, my broadband 

supplier has no limit on the 
amount of data that's transferred 
each month. However, it has 
announced that, soon, it’s going to 
put a cap on it. | notice from my 


path for the access logs. 

All you need to do is edit the 
program in the configuration so that 
the path and filenames of your log 
files are included (note that they need 
to be plain text versions, so untar/ 
unzip any compressed files you're 
going to look at). You can also select a 
number of months to look at to get a 
feel for the performance of the 
particular robot youre investigating. 
These don't have to be continuous, as 
they're listed in the program. Once it's 
configured, the program works like =$ 


| Typed ha mere et a peoga, toler, document or 
Paes wed Vije e p A hi 





Can I get rid of DLLS? For windows 98 users, it’s not too difficult to tidy up 


GJ Exploring - C:\Wind 
File Edit View Go Favorites Tools Help 
= = (td (= 
Back Y Forward Y Up Map 
Drive 
































DLLs: (in red) 
shared or not ? 








A file with the extension DLL is a Dynamic Link 

Library, usually a repository for occasional 
executable tasks that may be common to more than 
one program. If you uninstall a program, it’s best not 
to delete its DLLs, which may still be needed by other 
programs. DLLs in the program’s own folder are 
almost certainly unshared, but you should be certain. 


ay Registry Editor 
Registry Edit View Help 
; ; Ea RunServicesOr 4 
i Eal Screen Savers 
(J setup 
RE narednu 
cy Shell Extensio1 
E] ShellExtension 
Ea ShellScrap 

E Shellserviceot 
|} stillimage 
EI SyncMgr 
-EI sysDM 





Eventually, you may find that your hard disk is 

cluttered and you may want to delete dormant 
DLLs. Many DLLs are listed in the system Registry at 
‘HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\software\Microsoft\Windows\ 
CurrentVersion\SharedDLLs’ (all this with no 
intervening spaces). Use the left pane of Regedit to 
navigate to this list displayed in the right pane. 





iag]c ‘\WINDOWS\SYSTEM\GSW32.EXE 
C:\WINDOWS\SYSTEM\GSWDLL32.DLL 

HE :‘\WINDOWS\SYSTEM\hwinv.dll 

a] C:\WINDOWS\SYSTEM\IACENG.DLL 


iaz)c :‘\WINDOWS\SYSTEM\IGFPX32P.DLL 
lesje :‘\WINDOWS\SYSTEM\IGLZW32S.DLL 


C:\WINDOWS\SYSTEM\ILSPEC32.DLL 


Widen the ‘Name’ column so you can see the full 

name and path for each shared DLL. Look down 
the list until you find those with a value of all zeros. 
This means the DLL isn’t used by a program on your 
system and can be manually deleted (with Windows 
Explorer). Don’t change the Registry itself! Instead, 
make a list of deletable DLLs. 
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New calendars for old 


Microsoft Word users contribute as a whole 


We're always happy to receive ideas 
from readers. T McFadden writes the 
following: “As I type this, it's fast 
approaching the end of the year and I'll 
be making all kinds of calendars and 
diaries. A few years ago, | made a 
calendar with satisfactory features 
using Microsoft Word. | blanked out all 


[2] Shell- Konsole #: 


the numbers and saved the empty 
skeleton of months as a .DOT (Word 
template). Each year, | can create new 
calendars by opening a ‘New’ file and 
adding numbers in the appropriate 
places. Updating in this way takes only 
minutes. This is easier than starting 
from scratch each year, and cheaper 


Session Edit View Bookmarks Settings Help 


obsidian: /“perl/apacheloganalysis # ./monthsbu msnbot 


BandWidth Useage for 


nsnbot 


Jun-“2004 
Jul“2004 
Aug “2004 
sep/2004 
Oct-2004 
Nou 2004 


10956190 
6974877 
YObG270 

132425735 

14812151 

19081871 


1102435902 
123648690 
202000566 
169144626 
266407204 
315629694 


obsidian:”/perl/apacheloganalysis # J 





See how much bandwidth msnbot, Googlebot (and anything else, for that matter) take 
up on your Internet connection with the Perl script on this month's SuperDisc. 


this: it opens up the log files and 
searches through them for the data 
string. Once its found a line that 
matches, it checks that it has ‘http’ in 
it (as a basic filter for bad lines) and 
then splits it up and looks at the ninth 
segment ($slinel8]) to check that it has 
an error code of 200 (success). If all 
has gone well with the line so far, it 
adds the byte count ($sline[9]) and 
then checks to see if it contains the 
robot string. If it does, it adds the 
count to the robot's byte count as 


Data recovery 


If you lose everything you've saved on a floppy, not everything is lost 


While floppy diskettes are an excellent 
and cheap way of storing small 
quantities of data, they're prone to the 
same fate as other forms of removable, 
writable media: corruption. Recently, 
Barbara Fessler emailed us about lost 
knitting patterns, and somebody known 
as ‘George’ reported a similar problem 
— these were not isolated incidents. 
The usual culprit for this is the File 
Allocation Table (FAT) becoming 
corrupted so that the system can no 
longer see what is on the diskette. The 
FAT file systems are only primitive and 
there's little that can be done to restore 


well. To run the program: configure It 
with the access log file paths and 
names (if you have several virtual 
servers, you can use the log files 
from different servers if you want to — 
theres nothing stopping you and you 
don't have to link the files, just list 
them); make sure that ‘monthsbw’ is 
executable and owned by the correct 
user to access the log files; open up 
a shell in the subdirectory into which 
youve placed It and type: 
‘/monthsbw robotname’, where 


the data by the OS on its own if a 
diskette is removed from the drive 
before the data transfer has been 
completed, or if there's a program crash 
or power failure. Even if the FAT is 
corrupted or erased, the data from the 
diskette can still be read into memory 
and, once there, the blocks of data that 
make up the files can be sorted out and 
a new FAT generated. If the file data 
was Stored properly but the FAT wasn't 
written to, then it can be recovered. 
Fortunately, there are a number of 
data recovery programs available for 
different applications (lost or deleted 


than buying a calendar program.” 
Excellent! We also recommend visiting 
http:/office.Microsoft.com/templates/. 
You'll find templates for the new year 
and many more ideas. Several of these 
are sent in by Word customers, and all 
of them are entirely free to download 
and adapt to your own preferences. M 


Tobotname’ is the name of the robot 
that appears in the log files. For 
example, Google's robot is called 
‘Googlebot’ and MSN‘s is called 
‘msnbot’. If you don't type any robot 
name, it will just use ‘msnbot’. In the 
screenshot, you can see a typical 
output of the program with total- and 
robot-lines and -bytes broken down 
into months (here, for msnbot). | did 
this on a small site of mine for MSN 
and Google. For the same site, over 
the same period of time, Googlebot 
had a monthly average of 307 hits 
costing 4.3MB, whereas msnbot had 
1,848 hits costing 12MB. Clearly, MSN is 
the more aggressive (and tries to use 
Spidering strategies that fail with my 
server permissions configuration, 
which is why the byte count per hit is 
proportionately lower), but 12MB per 
month is not that serious a threat to 
your new bandwidth limitations, 
though a larger site with larger pages 
might make It so. 

In effect, this Perl program looks 
for two strings: a primary string that 
has a byte count, and a secondary 
string that, if there, has its own byte 
count as well. While this is configured 
to look at months and search engine 
robot strings, theres nothing to stop 
you from looking for any substrings 
that are likely to be found on a log 
entry line specific enough to mean 
something. One application is to look 


files and directories on 
various file systems and 
device types) — some of 
which are at www. 
snapfiles.com/Freeware/ 
system/fwdatarecovery. 
html. For a floppy diskette, 
‘PC Inspector File Recovery’ works fine. 
It's a freeware download (3.8MB) and 
works on Windows 98SE without any 
problems at all. The web page also 
claims to be able to recover data from 
diskettes with corrupted FATs, so if the 
files are still on there, you should be 
able to recover them. E 


) Add to CD | Mew CD 
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Microsoft's own ‘Office’ site on 
the web is a good source of 
adaptable Word templates that 
save you a great deal of time. 





NETWORK POWER 
UPS 


Everybody knows that you 
should protect the power to 
your computer by using an 
uninterruptable power supply, 
but if the way you work means 
that you tend to save your files 
across your network, when 
you lose power, you'll also 
lose the ability to save your 
work on a remote machine. 
Even a small domestic UPS is 
capable of handling the power 
to your switch as well as your 
computer in the event of a 
power failure, so it makes 
sense to have that plugged 
into the UPS as well. 
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There are plenty of free data 
recovery programs on the 
Internet. These will probably 
give you what you need. 
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Further Help 


The best place to start for help 
and advice, and updated 
drivers, is from the official 
manufacturers’ websites. 
We've listed the Internet 
addresses of many leading 
manufacturers and have 
included it on the SuperDisc. 
See the HelpDesk page on the 
SuperDisc for details. 
Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have 
been answered, so before 
posting a message, search 
previous postings at http:// 
groups.google.com/advanced_ 
group_ search. And don't forget 
PC Plus’ own forums at www. 
pcplus.co.uk. 


Related files on SuperDisc 
See section: HelpDesk 





TOP TIP 


Destroying files on a hard drive is one thing, but 
is shredding printed materials enough? If you 
don’t want to set fire to your documents, guinea 
pigs and other pets can use it for bedding. Be 


nice and treat your rodent. 


at other strings that are on the lines 
instead of spiders, such as how 
frequently ‘Firefox’ (14 per cent in 
October) ‘x11’, ‘Gecko’, ‘Linux’ or any 
particular IP address (or subnet — 
remember to put the dot in at the 
end) crop up. Theres clearly the 
Opportunity for the fascinated to 
waste hours looking at Apache log 
files in this way. 

Taking this a step further, theres a 
version that I've included on the 
SuperDisc (‘hoursbw’) that looks at the 
time. However, the time in hours is 
just two digits, so if our primary filter 
was hits that occurred during the hour 
from 13:00:00 to 13:59:59, just looking 
for 15 would also include lines for 13 
minutes, 13 seconds, a byte count 
including the substring 13, in fact, 
anywhere that a 15 could occur. To get 
around this, if we look at a log line, 
we see that, preceding the hour, we 
have the year, so if we look for 
2004:13" instead, we can get just that 
hour. You can now see what time of 
day anything in particular happens, 
such as somebody bombing your 
server at certain times of the day. 


WINMODEMS 
Linux modems revisited 


Back in PC Plus 224, we mentioned 
the difficulties of obtaining a suitable 


Viewing your sites 


Registry Edit View Help 


My Computer 


driver for WinModems -— the internal 
modems that use a Windows driver 
and the CPU to do what any sensibly 
designed modem would do on its 
own — and how this was a problem 
for Slackware. Ken Hough emailed us 
to tell us of his own experiences with 
Linux on WinModems, and how he 
succeeded with SuSE Linux 91 
Professional on an IBM Thinkpad 121, 
which has a WinModem based on 
Lucent's chip. In fact, he sent the 
email from Linux on the machine 
with the WinModem. 

Its true that Slackware has 
something of a reputation for not 
being particularly friendly for the 
beginner, and not all Linux 
Distributions are as easy to configure 
as SuSE Linux (SuSE starts off by 
looking for Braille interfaces, for 
example). So, if you're going to have a 
go at installing Linux on your 
computer (or somebody else's!) and 
youre relatively inexperienced with 
Linux, we would suggest that either 
you make sure all of your hardware Is 
compatible with the flavour of Linux 
youre going to use, or you hedge 
your bets by running KNOPPIX from a 
CD-R (it loads entirely into memory) 
and check out its functionality from 
there. If you do this, KNOPPIX probes 
all of your hardware and selects the 
appropriate drivers for it automatically, 
and when you go into KDE Info 


(rate —_———S ee punn m mey —— <] 
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Center, you can find out a lot about 
your hardware and how the operating 
system looks at it. 

If you click on ‘lO-Ports', you'll see, 
at the bottom of the list, the names 
of some of the more interesting 
devices you might need to know 
about later (make notes). If you click 
on ‘PCI’, you'll see a list of hardware, 
some of which will be in the IO-Ports 
list, but here, theres a lot more detail. 
On SuSE Linux, if you open up 
‘Control Center’ and look under “YaST2 
Modules’ | ‘Hardware’ | ‘Hardware 
Information’, you'll get a list of pretty 
much everything thats on your 
computer in the form of a tree list. 
There's a lot of information in this list 
(perhaps too much), but it will tell you 
most, if not all, you need to know. 
One thing to be aware of is that the 
list is in ‘asciibetical’ order (case 
sensitive), so if you can't find what 
youre looking for in the uppercase 
list, theres more than likely a 
lowercase list below it. 

The information you glean from 
this list will help when your'e 
installing some of the less helpful 
flavours of Linux, and you need to 
know which driver to use. There's a 
world of difference between SuSE 
Linux (which installs quicker and 
easier than Windows XP) and Gentoo, 
and one or two others that are not for 
the faint-hearted. PCP 
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If you run a webserver with a number of virtual 

hosts and you don’t allow access from your 
internal network, or you run a proxy, you'll have a 
problem seeing them how the rest of the world sees 
them. Instead of having a machine on the outside 
looking in, all you need to do is reconfigure a browser 
on your server. 


In the ‘Servers’ frame, enter the IP address of the 

externally facing NIC (if you use the other, you'll 
get your real proxy) and then, in the ‘Port’ field, type 
80 (or whatever port your server runs on). Click on 
‘OK’ and then ‘OK’ in the other dialog box. You can 
now browse your own sites. 


In Konqueror, click on Settings | Configure 

Konqueror... and in the configuration dialog, 
select ‘Proxy’ from the list down the left side. On the 
right-hand side, check the ‘Use Proxy’ checkbox and, 
in the ‘Configuration’ frame, select ‘Manually specified 
settings’. Click on its ‘setup’ button and the ‘Manual 
Proxy Configuration’ dialog box appears. 


PCPlus 2726 | February 2005 


HELPDESK HARDWARE 


PCPlus 


HELPDESK naroware 








-We solve your hardware problems 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 
Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


As good as the Canon IXUS II is, 
it can still benefit from a free-to- 
download firmware update. 





Simon Pickstock has his hands full with digital cameras this 
month, but still finds time to advise on monitors and graphics cards 


CAMERA 
Battery drain 


I've bought a Fuji FinePix 

$7000, which takes fantastic 
pictures. However, I'm unhappy with 
the battery life, to the point where, 
even if | fully charge the set of high 
power AA rechargeables the night 
before, I'm getting next to no use out 
of the camera. | know that digital 
cameras are high on power usage 
and that you have to use decent 
batteries, but this is just crazy. It isn't 
my first digital camera, so | know 
what to expect. Do you have any 
idea what I can do to solve this? 
James Kerrigan 


This could be related to a 

problem with early versions of 
the S/000, which suffer power drain 
even when switched off, when used in 
conjunction with certain Compact Flash 
memory cards. Cameras with serial 
numbers above 34L60001 
(manufactured after 15 December 2003) 
don't suffer from power drain. This only 
occurs with Compact Flash cards, so all 
S/000 cameras function normally with 
xD Picture Card and Microdrive storage 
media. You may want to stick in the xD 
card that came supplied with the 


camera and see if the problem persists. 
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The FinePix range of digital 
cameras is excellent, but 

early versions of the $7000 
suffered from power drain. 


On affected cameras, an 
immediate, short-term 
method of avoiding this problem is 

to unload and reload the batteries of 
the camera just after switching it off. 
Fujifilm is offering a priority 
replacement of the part or camera. On 
the Fuji website, it suggests calling 
01234 245383, or emailing fujitec@ fuji. 
co.uk, to arrange for collection. 


SD MEMORY CARD 


No fault found 


I'm having a problem with my 

Canon IXUS II digital camera. 
The memory card that came with the 
camera works fine, but has a limited 
capacity. | bought a 128MB SD card, 
but when I use this, | get a memory 
error message. | thought it was a 
faulty card, so | asked the supplier 
for a replacement. The same 
problem occurred, so | spoke to the 
supplier again. | was asked to send 
the card back for testing. With no 
fault found, | was offered a refund, 
but this doesn't really help me. I 
don't see how it can be the camera, 
as the card that came with it still 
works fine. What should I do? 
Neil Witherspoon 







The Canon IXUS Il is 
a smashing little 
camera, but this is a problem that's 
been discovered. It doesn't affect all SD 
cards, but certain brands do cause 
problems. Canon has released a 
firmware update that addresses this 
fault and you can find it, in addition to 
details of how to install it, at http:// 
web.canon.jp/Imaging/ixus2/ 
ixus2_firmware-e.html. 


MONITOR 
Fault lines 


I've just bought a new PC from 

a leading high street chain, 
which works fine but for one 
exception. On the monitor, there are 
two faint horizontal lines that won't 
go away. I've played around with the 
settings and updated the driver, but 
it hasn't made any difference. | 
contacted the company | bought it 
from which first asked me to use the 
recovery disc to reset everything. | 
thought this was a pointless exercise, 
as the fault had been present on day 
one, but | agreed anyway, It didn't 
make a difference. | phoned again 
and was told to check cable 
connections and display properties, 
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all to no avail. | finally had my 
problem put through to the store 
manager who's now decided that 
this is actually not a fault at all and is 
part of the design of the monitor. 

| want to know whether I'm being 
spun a line (no pun intended). If I 
am, do you know of an easy way to 
fix the problem, or can you advise on 
how best to take this up with the 
store? If I'm not being fobbed off, can 
you still help me, as I can't bear to 
put up with these lines, as they're a 
complete distraction all the time. 
Harvey Broadbent 


The unfortunate truth of this 

Situation is that youre not being 
‘Spun a line’. There are various methods 
of manufacturing a CRT monitor, one of 
which was developed by Sony using its 
Trinitron technology. This involves using 
an aperture grill, rather than the more 
common ‘shadow mask’ method, and 
while the Trinitron-based monitors have 
historically been well-received for 
image quality, the two horizontal lines 
you describe is a ‘feature’ of these 
displays you wont be able to resolve. 

Without overcomplicating this 
explanation, a shadow mask monitor 
uses a metal screen full of holes just 
behind the surface of the display to 
generate the pixels, whereas on an 
aperture grill monitor, theres an array of 
vertical wires. These wires are held in 
place by two horizontal wires that 
cause the two lines on your display. 
For many people, these lines arent 

considered a problem but, for others, 
they're a constant distraction. Wed 
recommend getting in touch with the 
store again and pleading with its better 
nature. It should be possible to 
exchange your display for a model that 
doesn't use Trinitron technology, 
without incurring additional costs for 
either of you. Furthermore, as you had 
no way of knowing that this was a 
‘feature of the display prior to purchase, 
you should have a reasonable shot at 
getting them to fix this situation for you. 


GRAPHICS CARD 
Graphics slowdown 


I picked up a PCI version of the 
Matrox G450 (32MB) from a 


friend to give my graphics a boost. | 
know it isn’t exactly cutting edge, but 
it was a welcome gift | believed 
would provide a significant 
improvement over the ageing 
onboard Nvidia TNT chip (16MB). 
However, what's happened is that 
when the card is installed, the 
graphics in any games slow to a 
crawl. My friend was playing the 
same games on a similar machine 
and has confirmed that something is 
definitely wrong. 

I know I have the right driver 
installed, as it was the one that came 
with the card, and is the one my 
friend used, too. | inspected ‘Device 
Manager’ but it doesn't display any 
problems. Can you help explain 
what's going on and how | can 
resolve it? My PC is an AMD Duron 
with Asus motherboard (and 
onboard graphics as described). It 
has 128MB RAM and a 20GB hard 
drive. | have a Creative PCI128 
soundcard and a modem plugged 
into other PCI slots. It's running 
Windows XP 
Greg Palmister 


We suspect the reason why this 

didn't display the same problem 
on your friends PC is because they 
weren't using It on a system with an 
onboard Nvidia graphics chip. We found 
some information on the Asus website 
that suggested there was a problem 
when used in this way that would 
explain what you're experiencing. 
Apparently, when the driver for the 
Matrox card is installed, it disables 
‘Veartd.vxd’ access when it detects the 
Nvidia chipset. We don't know why it 
does this, but we do know that 
disabling this file will cripple 3D 
performance. The solution is to get 
your hands on a more up to date driver 
for the G450. You can get this from 
Wwww.matrox.com/mga/support/ 
drivers/files/2kxp_ 592006.cfm. 


DVD-ROM 
From PC to TV 


I'm trying to play back DVD 

movies from my PC to my TV. | 
can watch DVDs on my PC without a 
problem, but when I hook it up to my 
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TV, I get the picture but no sound. I'm 
running an extended S- 
Video cable between é 
rooms, so it isn't oe - 
practical to have 
the sound coming 
from the speakers 
on the PC. The TV 

is a Panasonic 

28in widescreen and 
the DVD hardware on 
my PC is a Creative DVD-ROM 

drive, plus a DXR3 MPEG decoder 
card running on Windows 98. The 
soundcard is a Creative AWE64. The 
PC is only a Pentium Il 350MHz with 
128MB memory, but I don't believe 
that this has any bearing on the 
problem. As you can probably tell 
from the specification of my PC, I 
don't have a lot of spare money! 
Darren Highsmith 


The ubiquitous SCART 
connection, here as an adaptor, 
will relieve video vs audio 
sound conflicts. 


The problem here is 

Straightforward in that the S- 
Video cable youre using for the 
connection to your TV only carries a 
video signal. You need to use an 
additional connection to transfer the 
audio. The simplest way of connecting 
the two up is to use a SCART adaptor. 
This enables you to connect a video 
and audio signal, such as S-Video, 
composite video, analogue audio to a 
SCART connector, which then plugs into 
the SCART socket on your TV. You can 
pick these up for only a few pounds. If 
you take a look at www.amazon.co.uk 
and search for ‘SCART adaptor’ in the 
‘Electronics & Photo’ section of the site, 
you'll find some cheap but suitable 
solutions that will do the job. PCP 


It doesn’t matter how good your 
graphics card is, or how much 
you spent on it — without the 

right drivers, it’s useless. 





PCPlus 276 | February 2005 





HELPDESK EXTRA 


PCPlus 


HELPDESK extra 








-Your problems solved in depth 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 
Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


Edit the Slide (1) or the 
Master (2). View the Drawing 
(3); Outline (4); Slides (5); 
Notes (6); Handouts (7); 
Start the Slide Show (8). 
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Paul Grosse helps you create clear, functional cross-platform 
presentations for free, thus avoiding site-licensing issues 


OFFICE SUITE PRESENTATION 
OpenOffice.org 


While most people go for the 
Microsoft office option, there are 
better alternatives available. One of 
the most popular is OpenOffice.org 
(see the ‘License to kill’ column). This 
is a well-integrated office suite that, 
rather surprisingly, is free. Being free, 
you're not paying for things that you'll 
never use. Another advantage is that 
its cross-platform, so, if you use Mac 
OS X, PCs with Windows, Linux (even 
FreeBSD or OpenBSD) or Solaris, you 
can use the OpenOffice.org office 
productivity suite. This means you can 
save files on network storage and be 
able to work on different platforms 
using the same files and the same 
interface. In addition to this, it will 
read and write the Microsoft file 
formats. So, if you're upgrading your 
system instead of populating a new 
one, youre not stuck with an office 
Suite that won't read your legacy 
Microsoft files. The word processor is 
Straightforward, and we covered the 
spreadsheet in HelpDesk a few 
months ago. The feature we've 
neglected is OOo Presentation. 

IF you need to do a presentation, 
a talk or 
a lecture, 
you'll need 
something 
thats clear and 
concise. If it's 
for a corporate 
presentation of 
some sort (a 
sales pitch 


amen " perhaps), you'll 


p r chinnhnhnieeeni ae 
Oe can he ee ot in performance 


not want to 
give it that ‘we 
can't really be 
bothered’ look 
by using an 
existing style 
template. You'll 
soon recognise 
the ones that 
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This dialog box gives you the ease of ready-made layouts without the ‘we can't really 
be bothered’ look that some programs give with their ‘barge-pole’ templates. 


do, and your bosses will certainly 
have no trouble in spotting them, so 
be original. Creating your own look is 
quite easy, and heres how to do it. 


Playing it straight 

When you start OOo Presentation, 
you'll see the start-up wizard. Select 
empty presentation’ and click ‘Next’. 
On the following page, select ‘Original’ 
and then the output medium you 
want to use (screen, OHP slide or 
paper). On page three, set the effect 
and speed you want, but remember 
that a slow slide changing-speed will 
become tedious, and fanciful slide 
transitions can detract from what you 
have to say. Finally, click ‘Create’ and 
you'll see the ‘Modify Slide’ dialog box 
that enables you to select the type of 
Slide you want for your first page. 

The ‘Modify Slide’ dialog has a 
number of ready-made layouts 
ranging from a plain blank model, 
through various arrangements of text, 
graphics objects and graphs. If you're 
doing a lecture, you'll probably only 
need the ‘Title Slide’ (second along on 
the top row), but for sales and other 
business presentations, you'll most 
likely need to mix in some slides that 
include tables and graphs. Io start 


with, we'll use the ‘Title Slide’. Along 
the bottom, on the left, there are 
some buttons (labelled 1 and 2 in the 
small screenshot), and along the right- 
hand side at the top (labelled 3 to 8). 
IF you make sure that button 3 is 
selected before clicking button 2, you'll 
get the ‘Master View’. In this, you can 
edit the basic design style that will 
make your presentation stand out. 
With only a few objects, you can 
create a slick presentation that 
incorporates variable transparency 
logos, Images, text and geometric 
shapes. In the back of the 
screenshots, theres a simple design 
that uses a blue/black gradient and 
five yellow rectangles/squares. To 
recreate this, click on the filled 
rectangle icon on the left toolbar (if 
you hold the icon down, it will expand 
to give you a number of options) and 
then drag the mouse from the top-left 
to the bottom-right corners of the 
Slide. This creates your background 
(but in a solid blue, by default). To turn 
it into a gradient, click on the ‘pouring 
bucket’ icon and, in the Area’ tab, 
select gradient. If you don't see a 
gradient you like, click on the 
‘Gradients’ tab, click Add’, type a new 
name and click ‘OK’. Next, edit the 
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type/colours/borders, and so on, and 
then select the ‘Modify’ button. Click 
‘OK’ and your new background is 
already there. Next, push it to the back 
with the arrange icon (hold it down 
and select ‘Send to Back’). While 
youre at this stage, one thing to 
consider is the overall print density of 
the page. If you're compiling lecture 
notes for students, they're going to 
have to print this out, so the less ink 
you use, the better for them. If youre 
going to make it dark, you can select 
a light colour for your text at this stage 
by highlighting the ‘lick to...” texts 

and by editing the colour (and the 
font, if you want to). You now have 
the background but you may want 

to set it off with a modest frame of 
some sort. 

If you look at some of the special, 
office printing paper designs, you'll 
notice they tend to keep things simple 
with just a contrasting line here or 
there, and perhaps a small shape. 

We created the one in the screenshot 
by clicking on the filled rectangle 
button and dragging a thin line across 
the top, and another down the left 
side (setting the line type to ‘Invisible’. 
In the bottom-right, we hinted at 

the border with three yellow filled 
rectangles. If you want to incorporate 
a company logo, OOo recognises and 


processes PNG files with variable 
transparency, so you can place 
them over a gradient and they will 
render properly. 

With all of this done, you can start 
putting the data into your sheet. Click 
on the Slide View icon (1) and input 
your text. This is exactly the same as 
using the word processor. If you want 
to add other things, see the ‘Object 
linking and embedding’ section at the 
bottom of this page. If you move 
things around (for example, you may 
want to have the title in the top-left 
and extend your text box), you can be 
consistent between slides simply by 
clicking on the menu Insert | Duplicate 
Slide. When you have a number of 
Slides, you can manage their order 
and transitions by clicking on the 
‘Slides’ button (5) and by dragging and 
dropping them into place. For your 
lecture notes, click on the ‘Notes’ 
button (6) and add your notes before 
printing out. If you just want a printout 
with four slides on a sheet, select 
‘Handout’ (7). For the presentation 
itself, click on the ‘Presentation’ button 
(8) and it will turn full-screen, enabling 
you to step forward through each slide 
with a left-click and backwards with a 
right-click. For university student 
network copies, export them with the 
‘PDF’ button (v1.1.x). 


Object linking and embedding 


Make life easier by incorporating or creating other 00o objects 


Using a general-purpose slide makes 
things flexible, but for tables, you can't 
get easier than a spreadsheet. If, when 
you add a new slide (Insert | Slide), you 
select one that includes a chart — or, if 
you want to add a spreadsheet to a 
slide that already exists — just select 
Insert | Spreadsheet. You'll have access 
to the OOo spreadsheet interface along 
with its menus (normal and icon). 
However, if you have an existing 
spreadsheet that you want to 
incorporate (supposing this was for a 
monthly presentation of company 
performance, and your figures already 
existed in a ‘current month sheet’), click 
on Insert | Object | OLE Object... and, in 
the dialog box, click on ‘Create from file’ 


and then the ‘Search’ button and select 
your sheet. Once it’s in the presentation, 
updating the original spreadsheet file 
will not (in the current version of 
OpenOffice.org) automatically update 
the data in the presentation. This needs 
to be imported again. 

If you think that this is somewhat 
over the top for just a single column of 
figures with a few calculations, bear in 
mind that the formatting is already 
done for you (right-aligned with 
whatever other options you need, such 
as currency or commas for thousands), 
and any calculations will automatically 
be correct, thus precluding the paranoia 
that accompanies manually-added 
double-entry-style sheets for the CEO. 
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Different platforms 

Make sure that, if you do use an 
unusual font, theres a copy on every 
target machine. If you're creating a 
layout thats highly dependent on 
letter spacing (vertical or horizontal) or 
style, and it will be travelling between 
a Microsoft environment and a Unix/ 
Linux environment, It's easier to copy 
the non-standard Microsoft fonts to 
the Unix/Linux machine than the 
other way around because of the way 
Microsoft looks at fonts. 
Other alternatives are 
to avoid creating such 
Situations; to generate 
a bitmap of the special 
text effect you want; to 
use OOOS built-in PDF 
export functionality to 
eliminate the problem 
(Acrobat Reader will do 
forward-only, full- 
screen presentation- 
style displays); or, ask 
yourself: “Is it really important enough 
to warrant the effort?” Perhaps it 
detracts from the presentation. It’s 
worth remembering that the primary 
objective is to communicate 
information rather than show off your 
skills at using the presentation 
program (unless it's a job interview 
specifically for this purpose). PCP 


LICENCE TO KILL 


Free software under the GPL 
(General Public License) has a 
number of benefits, one of these 
being that you can copy and 
distribute it as much as you like 
— perfectly legally. Several 
copies in the office and an extra 
one or two at home is not a 
problem. This makes licensing 
the software a lot simpler, and 
having a few extra copies 
around won't put you ina 
position where you can be 
taken to court. 
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Of course, you don't need to 
stop with columns of figures. 
You can incorporate just about 
everything, from pie charts 
and histograms (anything that 
the spreadsheet will support) 
to formulae, video and sound. 
If your presentation is short on 
content, you can even import 
clipart in the form of Windows 
Meta Files (embedding media 
into your presentation is quite simple). 

In short, you can add anything that 
the other OOo programs can generate, 
and more. And if you need to edit them, 
you get the same 00o interface to do it 
with, so you don't have to learn yet 
another application! E 
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Embed tables using the 
functionality of spreadsheets, 
so that columns always 

add up correctly. 
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We recently used DVD 
writers supplied by Scan 
Computers, but we'll 
monitor your complaints. 
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This month, theres confusion over the credibility of Scan, and a 
reader goes mad while waiting for a customer service adviser 


Scandalous supplier? 
Being interested in DVD writers, the very 
first article | read in PC Plus 224 was the 
Lab Test, and | noted that several of the 
writers had been supplied by Scan 
Computers. | was surprised, therefore, 
on reading the ‘Campaign’ section, to 
see that Roger Gann had slated Scan 
Computers for very poor customer 
service. On revisiting the Lab Test, | saw 
that five of the 10 writers (including two 
of the three award winners) had been 
supplied by Scan Computers! Surely, 
with such a high proportion of the 
subjects of a Lab test being supplied 
by one company, many readers may 
assume a degree of recommendation 
of the supplier by PC Plus is implied. 

In view of Scan Computers’ total 
lack of response to Roger Ganns three 
emails over a two-month period, 
shouldnt PC Plus consider excluding 
them from supplying items for testing 
in future? Offering a low price is no 
compensation for a complete lack of 
customer service response. Perhaps PC 
Plus should consider sourcing items for 
testing only from those suppliers who 
have demonstrated a high level of 
customer satisfaction, especially in 
response to something going wrong. 
Mike Faires 


Every 
care is taken to ensure that 
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companies we can rely on feature 

as suppliers of the equipment we 
review. For this reason, we take 
every reader's complaint on balance 
with the amount of equipment 
shipped from each and every 
company. Higher product volume 
companies, as expected, receive 
more complaints. 

When these complaints are 
being addressed via the pages of 
Campaign, Roger Gann is reporting 
on the readers’ dealings with the 
general customer services, as well 
as his own dealings with his press 
contact. On occasion, some of the 
company’s responses can be seen as 
wholly unprofessional to the extent 
of negligence, but these are isolated 
dealings and not in any way 
representative of all customers’ 
dealings with the company. 

We continue to monitor 
complaints about Scan Computers, 
as with all companies, and if we 
receive a worrying level of concern, 
we'll review Scan’s inclusion as a 
preferred supplier of products. 


The truth is compressed 
The advert reads “up to five times faster 
on any dial up connection and up to 
three times faster on broadband”. The 


Internet speed-up 
utilities, such as 
those supplied by 
OnSpeed, don’t 
actually speed up 
the Internet or your 
connection to it. 


Illustration: Magictorch 


OnSpeed advert was in a national 
newspaper and had several magazines’ 
endorsement logos so it must be true. 
So why haven't we all got it? We must 
all be stupid. Or am | being naive? 
Please point me in the right direction 
before | rush out and turn my 1MB 
broadband into 3MB super-broadband. 
Pete Taverner 


Firstly, these speed-up 
utilities don't do a single thing for 
your connection itself. What actually 
happens is that your requests are 
pumped through the company’s 
ultra high-speed servers where 
the data (typically web pages and 
graphics) is compressed so that 
when it's shot across to your 
machine it takes less time to 
download, where the data is 
subsequently uncompressed. It's 
a seamless process and works well 
for many types of files, but not so 
good when dealing with already 
compressed ones (such as MP3s) 
or real-time processes like watching 
video or playing online games. Also, 
JPEGs often get painfully degraded 
in the name of a speed boost — so 
think about how you use the Internet 
before you make that purchase. 


Your opinions count 


Tell us what you think about companies and products in the IT industry, 
and give us your comments and suggestions regarding PC Plus 


© mailbox@ pcplus.co.uk 


) Fax a printed letter to Mailbox — 01225 732295 
M1 Send a printed letter to: Mailbox, PC Plus, Future Publishing, 


30 Monmouth Street, Bath, BA1 2BW 


FORUM 


The mother of 

all searches 

My PC died a few weeks ago after 
trying to install Windows 2000 Service 
Pack 4, so | decided to build another 
one. After reading your motherboard 
group test (PC Plus 223), | decided that 
the Gigabyte GA-8I915P Duo Pro would 
suit my needs perfectly. However, my 
efforts to get hold of one proved far 
too troublesome. 

My first stop was Techstore, which 
quoted a week, so | ordered the board 
from Scan. The next day, a package 
arrives from Scan with the wrong 
board, so | sent it all back. They then 


idle Dido 


If technology is supposed to make 
all of our lives easier, then how 
come some of us are embracing 
the technological revolution 
whereas others are pretending It 
isn't happening? While some desire 
every new gadget, others spend 
their time looking for wind-up 
watches and bemoaning the loss 
of the car starting-handle. But there 
are times when technology 
becomes annoying for all of us. | 
spent 55 minutes waiting to get 
through to the Barclay Merchant 
Services helpline because of a 
problem with a mobile Chip and PIN 
handset. | had no idea of how long 
the queue was or how long | would 
have to wait. And to make it worse, 
| had to listen to Dido whining on, 
singing the same song over and 
over again (once is more than 
enough). Id spent nearly an hour 


told me they didn't deal with the 8!915P 
Duo Pro, only the 915G, (the board sent) 
which is a completely different beast. 

| then tried other suppliers without 
success — a lot of them won't even 
supply Gigabyte — but | persevered 
and even tried calling Gigabyte in the 
UK. When | got through, the operator 
just pointed me to a list of suppliers on 
the Gigabyte website. Many of the 
firms there don't answer the phone, 
and a couple of the web links don't 
even work. And those | did get through 
to didnt have the board either. 

| went against my better instincts 
and tried dabs.com. Although it was 


without hearing a human voice 
before | put the phone down. Its 
bad enough following the 
instructions of a soulless computer, 
but to then be ignored by it is 
enough to trigger a stroke. 
Communicating has never been 
cheaper or quicker. The drawback is 
that its never been easier for both 
legal and illegal companies to 
bombard us with telephone 
messages and emails. And, of 
course, the Internet is teeming with 
viruses, Spam and scams, for which 
we need an ever-increasing 
amount of protection. Each 
technological advance seems to be 
accompanied by new risks and 
annoyances. If governments are 
always going to be one step 
behind, it looks as though the 
problems will only get worse. So | 
have two questions that are really 





Stated as ‘in stock’, ordering one proved 
mighty troublesome. When asked for a 
delivery address, | gave my place of 
work. Dabs.com treats this as a home 
address and, sure enough, the card 
details don’t match the delivery 
address, so | get automated emails 
back saying that they can't process the 
order unless the correct details are 
entered. As far as | could tell, its not 
actually possible to update details on 
the site, and trying to get in touch with 
dabs.com staff is impossible. 

| could just go back into their site 
and spend a few hours trying to do it 
again, but why? After spending a 


bothering me. First, is the 
world going mad and, 
second, why can't | buy a 
car with a starting-handle? 
Alan Aitchison 


Mad ... mad ... mad! I 

spent almost as long as 
yourself waiting for a 
customer service adviser 
from the AA Insurance 
Services sales team to 
answer my call. Yes, SALES! | 
wish I'd had Dido rather than 
every minute hearing the same 
recorded message promising me 
that ‘a customer service assistant 
would get to me shortly’. | only 
held on because | was given a 
decent quote. Obviously, the AA 
doesn’t need my business, 


She may not have answered 
your call, but there are worse 
things to listen to than Dido. 


staff to answer the calls more 
quickly. But wait, this would 
mean investing more money, 
which comes from making more 
money, which comes from 





otherwise it would have enough 


making more sales ... 
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Win a fantastic set of Creative peripherals! 


PC Plus has teamed up with Creative 
Labs to offer the writer of each month's 
Star Letter a fantastic set of peripherals 
worth £140. This month's winner will 
receive a Sound Blaster Audigy 2 NX 
USB 2.0 soundcard. 

This unique device features 24- 
bit/96KHz playback, and support for 


7.1 surround sound. The generosity 
doesn’t stop there, however. Pen our 
most interesting letter and you'll also 
receive a superb Creative Webcam NX, 
which boasts resolutions of up to 
640x480, automatic exposure and 
white balance control. So what are you 
waiting for? Get writing! 
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Products endorsed by PC Plus 
can become scarce in supply 
fairly quickly. 













considerable amount of time choosing 
the kit | need only to find it's going to 
take even longer to get my hands on tt, 
added to which | have to put it all 
together and battle with the thing for a 
day or so to get it to work. 

Why do | bother? One, | don't have 
a good answer, except that | give up. 
mM going to spend a few quid more 
and get a system off the shelf. 
Doug Horrigan, GE commercial 
finance, European QA manager 


Editor, lan Robson, replies: A woeful 
tale indeed, and considering Mr 
Horrigan’s quality-focused job, a 
calm telling of events that would 
drive many a computing enthusiast 
to the same conclusion more quickly. 
The lack of supply channels for such 
a product surprised us also, as 
Gigabyte is usually good in 
producing stock to meet demand. 
Certain suppliers receive preferential 
pricing if enough stock is regularly 
purchased. It's entirely possible that 
a dabs.com procurement manager 
got wind of an award-winning 
product from Gigabyte and bought 
up a larger proportion than normal, 
resulting in the scarcity elsewhere. 


Copy protection 
I've just hired the DVD, 28 Days 
Later, but my computer refused 
to play it. Initially | had a 
message to say that the 
DVD was copy protected, 
followed by a message 
that claimed my TV-out 
port on the graphics card 
wasn't working properly, 
followed by a demand 
that | disable the TV-out 
port. | had no intention of 
sitting hunched over a 
monitor watching a film, so | 
returned it unplayed. This rather 


—_> 


defeats the object of having a 
multimedia PC, doesn't it? 
Marc Polo 


HelpDesk writer, Paul Grosse, replies: 
For ‘copy protection’, read: ‘play 
protection’ and ‘lock-in’. The media 
industry has gone mad about copy 
protection. So, at the cost of 
legitimate users being able to play 
DVDs on their multimedia computers, 
as well as their normal DVD players, 
they're treated as though they're 
criminals trying to run off a few 
thousand illegal copies for ‘under 
the counter’ trade. 

Copy protection usually involves 
encryption of some sort, and in order 
to be able to view the contents of a 
DVD, you need the appropriate 
decryption code. These days, this 
involves being online and purchasing 
a time-limited licence, possibly for 
only five days. This means that in 
order to view it, you have to have the 
Internet, which not everybody has. 
Also, the decryption software usually 
only works on one or two platforms, 
leaving out the world’s fastest 
growing operating system along with 
another sector of legitimate viewers. 

For the industry, assuming that 
any encryption technique like this is 
a long-term investment is a fallacy, 
because the decryption machine 
code is viewable and therefore 
vulnerable, and it will have been a 
complete waste of time. The very fact 
that, in order to view it, the 
decrypted data has to be passed to 
your machine, means that the 
decryption software can be modified. 
So, for any DVD, the information can 
be redirected and then recoded to a 
normal, non-copy protected DVD 
format. Someone's probably already 
done this, so while the rest of us 
suffer and, in the end, give up buying 








Copy protection may prevent 
you from watching films such 
as ‘28 Days Later on your 
expensive multimedia PC. 


©20th Century Fox 


their short-term licences, the 
copyright violaters just get on with 
what they do best. 

Copy protection is slowly killing 
the industry with inept concepts that 
drive away genuine users without 
affecting the copyright abusers. 


A reader's PS 


PS: Could you clarify when we do and 
don't need to be case-sensitive (for 
example, email addresses, web 
addresses, passwords, and so on)? | try 
to simplify life and tell everyone to only 
use lower case but, just to complicate 
things, the company | work for now 
insists on having one or more upper 
case letters in our passwords. 

Pete Taverner 


Features Editor, Richard Cobbett, 
replies: Email accounts don't care 
how you capitalise, but URLs often 
do. It’s customary to stick with lower 
case for both. Passwords are almost 
always context sensitive, as this 
adds another hurdle for anyone 
trying to break through your security: 
password isn't the same as 
passWord or PASSword. PCP 


This Series 
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authoring will be of 
great benefit 
































A text editor and a 
collection of web 
browsers for testing 


On this month's 
SuperDisc, you'll 
find a selection of 
browsers, including 
Mozilla Firefox 


=) http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Our breadcrumb navigation 
method has the ability to 
expand on key sections and drill 
into your site's content, while 
indicating a larger site’s context. 


; File dit View Favorites Tools 


+) Bach 


DHTML 


Part Five 


Finding your way 
with breadcrumbs 





Chris Schmidt takes inspiration from Hansel and Gretel to create a 
breadcrumb navigation that will illustrate your route into site content 


arger, more complex sites, with multiple 
@ hierarchical levels of content are often the most 

problematic for the new user to navigate. It’s 
crucial to know how to access relevant information that 
may be contained within deeper levels of a site, while 
retaining some sense of location within the overall site. 
It can make the difference between a user feeling 
confident about accessing related content without 
fearing that they'll overlook crucial content. In these 
circumstances, the breadcrumb navigation method may 
well be the most suitable. 


E The breadcrumb concept The idea behind 
breadcrumb navigation comes from the classic fairy tale, 
Hansel and Gretel, where the children are led into a deep 
forest leaving a trail of breadcrumbs behind them, so they 
can find their way back out again. In terms of website 
navigation, the user is presented with a top level navigation 
bar that itemises key categories of a site and enables the 
user to sequentially expand contained subcategories, before 
deciding on which specific page they want to load. 

As with all our previous navigation methods the 
underlying code relies on the findDOM code, which is 
referenced within the opening script tag. This is then 
followed by a number of domLevel variables that determine 
the amount of subsequent levels into which you can drill 
your menu. Increasing or reducing the number of domLevel 
entries is the key to controlling how many sub-levels your 
breadcrumb navigation is able to support. This is then 
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Breadcrumb navigation 


Main Menu 
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followed by the showMenu function which controls the 
visibility of your navigation layers: 


function showMenu (level1,level2,level3) {...} 


The contained code may appear long and complex, although 
it soon makes sense once you recognise the various 
attributes and IDs it relies upon, so you can make 
Straightforward changes as you adapt your navigation to 
include the required number of levels for your particular site 
to tally with the earlier domLevel variables. 


A Breadcrumb styles The style sheet that follows the 
Javascript opens with a few basic CSS commands that control 
the general appearance of the pages text, link behaviours 
and title attributes. However, things get a little more 
interesting when you scroll down to the more specific class 
and ID controls. 

The .menu class is applied to all the menu listings that 
our navigation contains and, as such, is primarily used to 
determine the appearance of each menus content. Among 
the familiar options, the class determines the menu as being 
absolutely positioned using the width attribute to control 
each menus horizontal dimensions while the top command 
ensures its horizontal alignment. Changing these values will 
alter the amount of space dedicated to each menu and how 
high or low it will sit within the layout of your page. 

There are no vertical commands as these are contained 
within each of the reliant menu ID's. The #menuMain is given 
a value of 10 pixels, giving it some breathing space from the 
left-hand side of the browser window, while the visibility: 
visible command ensures the primary navigation is visible 
when the page loads. 

Subsequent ID's for #menul etc, *menu—1 etc and 
#menu—l—1 etc have their own particular Left attributes to 
control where they will ultimately be viewed although the 
visibility:hidden control ensures these layers remain out of 
view until prompted. 

Bearing in mind that the .menu width has been set to 115 
pixels and the #menuMain ID finds its left boundary at 10 
pixels, you can see how the next level of navigation is 
positioned at 130, the third at 250 and the fourth at 3/0 pixels. 
Should you need to expand the width of the main .menu 
class, you'll need to make subsequent changes to the ID Left 
attributes to prevent overlaying layers. 

For example, if you expand the width of the .menu to 130 
pixels to cater for longer content titles then you'd need to 
revise #menul to 145, #menu—1 etc to 265 and #menu— 
1—1 etc to 385. This includes the 5-pixel space between 
each of the menus to keep things recognisable to the viewer. 


E HTML body Within the body of the HTML itself, we 
can see how the .menu class is associated with all the 
subsequent menu entries that our navigation relies upon. 





PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 


| E ee ranim pi Hè 
| 0r Aan Sern 06 Frere P 
#] TAEC Pimi TA magbibida ote 
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With content in place you'll need to consider the best way of 
preventing copy from being obscured by the navigation method. 


Each menu is contained within a layer defined by a <div> 
tag which specifies the generic .menu class and its more 
relevant ID that controls its positioning (as we've already 
discovered through the configuration of the opening style 
sheet). These layers contain regular, recognisable HTML for 
each menus heading and links. 

The links that prompt further menu bars to become 
visible use the opening showMenu function to pass on 
the necessary variables and determine which layer is to 
be revealed. As we've created a three-level breadcrumb 
navigation through the initial domLevel variables, these 
Javascript links include three values that remain logically 
named. Option 1 will become (1,null,null), 2.2 (2,2,null) and 
3.2.1 (3,2,1) and so on. The values refer to the three values 
specified in the first line of the showMenu function, so if you 
were to increase the number of levels youd need to consider 


Legacy issues 


Creating navigation for non-dynamic browsers 


As DHTML is a hybrid of HTML, 
Javascript and Cascading Style 





on the browser to understand, process 
and render such content. The linked 


DHTML 





Chris Schmidt 


chris @track5.co.uk 


Chris earned his web apprenticeship 
hand-coding HTML before getting more 
involved with graphics with the arrival 
of the Mosaic browser 





making the necessary changes here as well as the original 
domLevel variable definition. To aid usability we've included 
a simple greater than bracket (>) to indicate that the link 
offers further options, while omitting them for those 
contained at the end of a sequence, so the user is sure that 
clicking such a link will result in loading up the required page. 
It'S a small consideration, but an important one — it can 
easily be replaced with a graphic, if you prefer, but through 
such a consideration the user will be able to expand as 
many options as they like before committing to clicking 
through to their chosen end page. 


To fully out grasp the potential 
behind DHTML you need to 
have a better understanding 
of its component parts. The 
W3C (www.w3c.org) should 
be your first port of call with 
definitive information on HTML 
(www.w3c.org/markup) and 
Cascading Style Sheets (www. 
w3.org/style/css). The manual 
on the Document Object Model 
(www.w3.org/dom) will also 
provide tips regarding the 
scripting interface. 


O Adapting the code As with all the DHTML navigation 
methods we've considered throughout this series you will 
need to bear in mind how your final page layout will 
integrate with such a navigation feature. Using layers to 
reveal hidden navigational content, whether through the 
drop-down menu or using the breadcrumb approach will 
invariably mean elements of your page become hidden as 
users explore the content of your site. 

Using semi-transparent background imagery may help 
to blend the function of the navigation with the design of 
your site or you may choose to adapt the design of the 
menu to better suit your layout. We've provided a number of 
suggestions as to how you might do this through additional 
menu bars, as well as providing some advice on how to 
change the number of links contained. 

But another method might be to alter the layout of the 
breadcrumb concept. A horizontal approach may be the most 
logical solution, but you may also consider creating a vertical 
breadcrumb variation. This presents a few issues worth 
considering in that is becomes much more difficult to 
guarantee the height attributes of your individual menu 
layers, but if youre strict about their content and carry out 
checks across numerous browsers then theres no reason 


why you cant get more creative with your DHTML. Pep We start a brand new series. 
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noscript> tags of your code. Anything 
contained within these tags will be 


m Thi 





Sheets we've discovered how such 
a combination of technologies can 
certainly provide a level of interaction 
for your site's navigation. By combining 
the flexibility provided by Javascript 
and the visual and layout benefits 
afforded through CSS, you can create 
intelligent and comprehensive 
navigation methods, which offer 
visitors direct access to a larger site 
than would be possible using HTML. 
However, by combining such 
methods we're relying more and more 


findDOM Javascript file we've included 
each month is crucial for translating 
information about your browser's 
Document Object Model, but even this 
will come to nothing for users running 
non-Javascript compliant browsers. 
Fortunately, such users are few and 
far between, but for those who have 
resisted upgrading or have disabled 
Javascript for other reasons then it 
becomes important not to forget to 
include a basic functional navigational 
alternative within the <noscript>...</ 


ignored by browsers, which are capable 
of supporting scripting technologies 
while older browsers that don't will 
reverse the logic and ignore the main 
<script> contents to reveal instead 
your alternative navigation. 

Naturally, the reduced capabilities of 
such browsers will limit the potential 
available through such a navigation 
method, but even a basic HTML text 
link that diverts such users through to 
key areas of your site will be preferable 
to leaving them high and dry. E 
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With a basic HTML navigation in 
place within the <noscript> 
tags you can ensure older 
browsers will still have access. 
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This Series Part One 


IMAGE EDITING 


Processing RAW 


images 
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5 INTERMEDIATE 

A reasonable 
understanding of 
Photoshops adjustment 
settings is required to 
comprehend how the 
Camera Raw plug-in 

is configured 
































A copy of Photoshop plus 
a RAW image file. You'll 
find a sample on the 
SuperDisc 


=) http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 





The Adobe Digital Negative 
Converter is a free download 
that makes the conversion of 
proprietary RAW files into the 
new DNG format simplicity itself. 





The RAW format provides better digital images, says Chris Schmidt, 
but only if you know how to use Photoshops Camera Raw plug-in 


ith the boom in digital photography still 
D booming, more people are taking advantage of 
the benefits of spending a little more on their 
first (or second) digital camera. Not only can you preview 
your images through the camera seconds after taking it, 
you can also download your images and appreciate them 
straight away without having to take a roll of film down 


to Boots and cross your fingers that the results are as 
youd hoped. 





Ei The manual approach With such immediacy comes a 
level of reliance on the camera itself. Although more people 
are taking to the medium, it doesn't necessarily follow that 
they te capable of configuring their equipment like a 
professional. Most snappers will leave their cameras on 
automated settings, which will tend to save images in the 
JPEG format. This is fine for the average snapshot, but if you 
really want to push the boundaries, you need to think about 
making manual adjustments to the film speed, aperture and 
shutter speed. 

Another crucial factor in achieving the best quality images 
is to abandon the JPEG format which, by its very nature, will 
introduce compression and all the noise and artifacts 
associated with it. The alternative is your cameras RAW 
format. Not all cameras provide access to non-compressed 
formats but, as technologies develop, were beginning to see 
more consumer models offer this option. 


A Update your software After you've downloaded RAW 
images to your computer, you'll be keen to view them. 
However, as the format isn't a universal standard, you may 


have some problems doing so. The good news is that, since 
Photoshop / the software has provided specific controls for 
the import and configuration of such files through the 
Camera Raw plug-in. 

Unlike other plug-ins, you wont find a menu reference 
for it, though it will automatically load whenever you attempt 
to open a RAW image. Before you jump in to check out its 
features, bear in mind that the rapid rate of digital camera 
development will mean that even Photoshop CS users will 
be running an outdated version of the plug-in. 

For the most comprehensive support, the Adobe website 
has the latest 2.3 update (you can update from Photoshop 
using the Help | Updates option). This weighs in at just 
1./MB, though wed recommend you opt for the 2.8MB 
package that also includes the Adobe DNG converter. Once 
the plug-in has been installed, you'll find that Photoshop 
supports a wider range of RAW formats, making it less likely 
that you'll experience any compatibility issues. 


E Raw settings You can now open a RAW file. The plug- 
ins interface makes itself quite apparent, being dominated by 
the preview of the image being opened. To the right of this, 
you have a histogram of the RGB channels (indicated by their 
appropriate colours), with white reflecting the composite. 
Below the histogram are primary controls for the plug-in, with 
tabs providing access to the grouped options. The number of 
tabs increases depending on whether youre working in 
‘Basic’ or Advanced’ modes, which can be selected using the 
radio buttons below the ‘OK’ and ‘Cancel’ buttons. 

In ‘Basic’ mode, you have access to the Adjust’ tab, 
which provides controls over white balance. You can also 


The Adobe Digital Negative format (DNG) 


Adobe's new format is ready to provide a common RAW format that anyone can access 


hit the ‘Convert’ button. Once 





Unlike the image TIFF and JPEG formats, 
there's no universal standard to RAW 
and differences are found not just 
between individual camera 
manufacturers, but within various 
models. This explains why it's 
necessary to install drivers to recognise 
your camera’s RAW images. Although 
this means you can access your own 
camera’s files, the same can't be said for 
rival formats. The only reliable way of 
viewing files from other cameras is to 
use a dedicated application, such as the 
Camera Raw plug-in. Yet, despite 
Photoshop being the dominant image- 
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editing application, Adobe has had the 
foresight to realise that defining a 
common RAW format will have definite 
advantages. To achieve this, Adobe has 
created the new Ditigal Negative (DNG) 
format, free to download from www. 
adobe.com/products/dng. 

After a small download, the 
application provides a simple wizard- 
like interface through which you specify 
a source folder containing your camera’s 
RAW files, and a destination folder. You 
have options for batch file renaming 
and basic preferences over whether 
compression is to be applied before you 


completed, your RAW files retain their 
original data but in a format that Adobe 
hopes will become as universally 
accepted as PDF. 

Advantages to the photographer 
include improved archiving of your 
digital negatives and a publicly 
documented specification that can be 
easily adopted by camera 
manufacturers. Those working with 
RAW assets will benefit from a common 
format that ensures high quality RAW 
images are available without the need 
for dedicated rendering software. E 


PCPlus Back Issues 
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Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 





The Camera Raw interface should be reasonably familiar to 
existing Photoshop users. Choose the Advanced mode for the full 


adjust the exposure, shadows, brightness and contrast to 
bring out details based around light qualities, while the 
Saturation slider provide a boost to colour balance. The 
‘Detail’ tab provides controls over sharpness, as well as basic 
options for reducing noise or luminance anomalies your 
image may suffer from. 

Advanced’ mode extends the number of available tabs, 
with options for correcting lens issues that may occur with 
digital SLR cameras. ‘Chromatic Aberration’ controls are 
available for reducing coloured fringing that sometimes 
occurs around high contrast areas, while ‘Vignetting’ options 
cater for distortion around borders. The ‘Calibrate’ tab 
presents a number of refined controls over channel content, 
though any changes here must be made in the confidence 
that your camera and monitor's ICC profiles are correctly 
adjusted to gauge more accurate results. 


O Tools and dimensions A selection of tools is included, 
with the familiar ‘Zoom’ and ‘Hand’ providing magnification 


Correcting white balance run a few basic adjustments to an image using the Camera Raw plug-in 








1 Open the CRW_2331.crw file from the SuperDisc 2 
for a typical RAW image straight from the 
camera. A truer light balance will often bring out 
colour, contrast and texture that may be lacking. Turn 
to the ‘Adjust’ tab and try out a few white balance 
presets. If none are satisfactory, you'll need to make 
some manual adjustments. 





h mins { 


However, this approach takes a little experience 3 
to configure accurately. An alternative approach 
is to make use of the ‘White Balance’ tool available to 
the right of the ‘Preview’. Select it and click on a point 
of the image that appears to be the brightest. In this 
image, we found this to be the highlight on the 
background branch. 


IMAGE EDITING 


and movement controls. The ‘White Balance’ tool is 
particularly powerful as it enables you to click on points 
within your preview that match your images highlights. 
Although you have access to a variety of white balance 
settings through the right-hand options, its often easier to 
make use of the tool rather than manually adjust the sliders. 

With a larger monitor, its recommended to make changes 
with the preview at 100 per cent, though this often leads to 
imbalanced localised adjustment. Toggling between ‘full size’ 
and ‘fit to view’ is essential. You also have access to options 
for colour space and bit-depth towards the foot of the 
interface. Most image applications work comprehensively 
with 8-bit images. Photoshop CS has a number of 
improvements that allow for the greater detail contained 
within 16-bit images to be a realistic option. The size and 
resolution options will, by default, be determined by the 
Capabilities of the camera, though it's possible to change 
these to suit. Bear in mind that increasing bit-depth will risk 
degradation in quality, as interpolation and pixelation come 
into effect. 


H Post plug-in Once you've made some changes, you'll 
be ready to ‘OK’ the plug-in and leave Photoshop to apply 
the configured settings to your image prior to giving you 
access to the primary Photoshop interface. You could 
continue to make subsequent adjustments using Photoshop's 
regular tools, but each adjustment will end up altering pixel 
content and degrading the image. 

An image is only as good as its source and the most 
important aspect to get right is the original shoot. If you're 
confident about making the necessary settings to your 
camera, there'll be minimal changes necessary through the 
Camera Raw plug-in. But using the plug-in to correct any 
marginal imbalances will result in a much higher quality 
image than would be possible were you to edit a JPEG using 
Photoshops primary adjustment tools. PCP 
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The Adobe website is the 
logical place to go for further 
information on the Camera 
Raw plug-in and its associated 
Digital Negative format. Both 
can be downloaded by visiting 
the Adobe site via the Help | 
Updates menu within 
Photoshop, or by pointing your 
browser towards www.adobe. 
com/support/downloads/ 
product.jsp?product=39&platf 
orm=windows 

Getting the software up and 
running is the first step. If you 
need more advice on how to 
best configure the Camera Raw 
plug-in, visit specialist 
photography sites such as 
fredandmiranda.com. There 
are various tutorials available, 
though a thorough search 
through their busy forum 
pages will inevitably answer 
many of your questions. 


We begin a brand new 
Masterclass series. 





You'll need to gauge whether this has created 
the best settings but the method generally 
provides a reasonable estimate of the light balances 
that you can subsequently edit (if necessary). We 
found that, by raising the white balance ‘Temperature’ 
while increasing the ‘Exposure and Shadows settings’, 
we achieved a satisfactory result. 
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All the equipment you need can 
be had for a very small 
investment, or sometimes free! 


5 TO 20 HRS 


4 INTERMEDIATE 
Some hands-on 
experience with video 
editing would be helpful 


A camera (preferably 

DV), a PC that can link to 
your camera, an Internet 
connection and a printer 


INTERNET FILMMAKING 


Part Three 


Postproduction: 
editing, adding 
special effects 
and encoding 





Finished filming? Ana Kronschnabl and Tomas Rawlings guide 
you through the cut and splice of postproduction work 


f you've been following the previous two 
Oo parts of this article you will, by now, have a 

comprehensive storyboard and plenty of footage 
shot on your DV camera. This means you will have 
completed the preproduction process, filmed your music 


video masterpiece and be ready to move into the final 
part: postproduction. 





E From camera to PC Moving your footage from the 
camera into your PC depends on three factors: camera 
storage (such as mini-DV tape or memory stick), your 
connection method (whether you use firewire, USB 2.0 or 
another port) and the software you use. Your capture card 
should have been given the appropriate software to connect 
the two, but if you're using Linux/GNU then you can try a 


specialist capture tool like Kino (http://kino.schirmacher.de). 


If youre using Windows, try using Zwei-Stein Version 301 
(you'll find a free copy on the SuperDisc, PC Plus 224), which 
has video capture functions. 

Once you have your camera and PC linked up, you 
should be able to transfer over all the footage you need. 
Standard practice for this is to refer to your log (see part two, 
‘Gathering raw footage’) and only transfer the preferred shots 
for the final film. Transferring over footage that you are not 
planning to use takes time and storage space. (There is a 
method of filmmaking that eschews this approach, open 
source filmmaking, see the boxout for more on this) 

When transferring from your camera to PC the most 
common format for importing footage is AVI. If this format 
isn't available to you use MPEG or MPG, instead. Next, 
rename your files to bring them in line with the storyboard 
and youre ready to edit! 


A A word on editing Before we get into the practicalities 
of editing, its worth spending a little time looking at the 
ideas behind this process. In its reduced state; editing is 
simply the cutting and pasting of footage together into a final 
coherent piece. However, being able to appreciate the 
difference between a badly or 








well-edited film will hopefully 
make your work stand out from 
the crowd, so here are a few 
pointers to consider as you get 
down to splicing: 


@ Watch Your length! Here, the 
length of your film should be 
dictated by the length of the 
song you have chosen. But if 
you are considering adding intro 
and outro sections to the video 
(for example, as in the famous 
‘Thriller’ video) then be wary. 
The most common mistake 
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VirtualDubMod is a free movie editing tool 
that’s quite restrictive, but will teach you 
to follow your storyboard. 





stop left video out point timeline 
input display right video 
playback in point display 
output 
playback 


made by inexperienced filmmakers is to make the film too 
long, as short is sweet. 


@ Enter the critics People are often far more critical of 
other peoples work than they are of their own. It's always 
advisable to get another person to see the work-in-progress. 
A common beginners’ mistake is allowing yourself to 
become too attached to a particular shot, especially if it was 
difficult to achieve, and keep it in the final film whether it's 
appropriate and works or not. 


@ Use the rhythm method Ultimately, editing is about 
establishing a rhythm where the cuts between shots flow 
together rather than jar. This is easier with a music video, as 
you have the rhythm or beat of the music to work with. 
Television shows such as Spaced are an excellent 
demonstration of how it can work in narrative. 


We've chosen VirtualDubMod Version 1.5 using the Xvid 
codec (this is a compression system used to export the final 
film) to demonstrate the editing process. This is by no means 
the most powerful editing tool available, indeed it's very 
limited in terms of its functionality, but theres one important 
reason why we are recommending this tool for the 
inexperienced filmmaker: its free (though we recommend 
you donate to the makers!). The application can be 
downloaded at http://sourceforge.net/projects/ 
virtualdubmod/ and the codec is available at www. 
xvidmovies.com/codec/. If your footage was imported in 
the MPEG format, use VirtualDUbMPEG instead (http:// 
fcchandler.home.comcast.net/stable/). Linux users should 
try Avidemux (http://freshmeat.net/projects/avidemux) 
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Take time to add some texture to your work — either literally, as 
in this case, or figuratively, with more advanced planning. 


rather than VirtualDubMod. Editing using the VirtualDubMod 
application is a linear process, that is, you have to work in 
the same order as the intended final film. This is considerably 
more restrictive than more powerful software, such as Adobe 
Premiere, which would enable you to be more flexible about 
when and where shots are added, since you can go back 
and change them at any time. The consequence of Premiers 





INTERNET FILMMAKING 





Ana Kronschnabl 
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Ana specialises in independent 

film production, having run a 
video production company and 
a film and animation workshop 


cameras built-in microphone). To do this select, Streams | 
Stream List, which will open a new dialog box, select the 
single stream that you'll find listed, highlight it and click on 
the ‘Disable’ button. Now click the Add’ button and select 
your music track. The new sound is added when you 
export a file. Try this by selecting, File | Save as and accept 
the default save options. 

Next, you'll need to edit this clip to the required length. 
To do this, mark a section of the shot that isnt needed. 
This is done by marking a starting point and an ending 
point on the timeline using the ‘In Point’ and ‘Out Point’ 
buttons. This will highlight a section of video, which you 
can now simply delete using the option, Edit | Cut. Repeat 
this until the clip is as you want it, then see how it looks 
and sounds by selecting File | Save as. Don't close the 
copy of VirtualDubMod, though, keep it open. It doesn't 
save the ‘project’ youre working on — just the final film that 
youve created! 


O Append me! To add another clip to your first section of 
film, open the second shot with File | Append Segment. This 
will add the next imported shot to the end of what you've 
done so far. Again, you may need to edit the footage, save 
and view the work so far. You can also experiment with 
visual effects by using the Video | Filters option. From here, 


greater freedom is that you wont learn to stick rigorously to 
the storyboard, which is a very important discipline for a 
novice filmmaker to learn when starting out. 


E Practical editing Load the first shot of your film into 
VirtualDubMod by going to File on the top left-side of the 
menu bar and selecting File | Open video file. Now play 
the file you have imported using the ‘Play Input’ button. To 
add music to your film, you'll need to disable the existing 
sound track first (usually this is just a recording of your 


simply repeat the process until all of the shots have been 
added, and then save your work. You may find that the final 
AVI file is quite large. lo make a more web-friendly version 


for people who want to download your work, it needs to be 


Open source filmmaking 


A new movement aims to ‘mix-up’ movie making 


This new form takes its name and 
inspiration from the Open Source and 
Free Software movements. It's very 
much in the spirit of early Russian 
filmmakers, such as Vertov (considered 
one of the fathers of cinema). The 
software movements recognise the 
importance of distributing the source 
code, allowing other developers with 
the knowledge, to use it to build a new 
version of the application specifically 
tailored to their needs. In comparison, 
the equivalent ‘source files’ for a film 
are all of the logged footage, the 
storyboard and the script. With these 
files and the right know-how, a 


filmmaker can build the intended film, 
or use the source to build a new version 
of the film specifically tailored to their 
needs. Unlike software, the source files 
for a film are huge in comparison so 
initially this idea was too unwieldy. But 
a combination of cheap and accessible 
storage methods combined with new 
Internet technology (broadband and 
peer-to-peer networks) has enabled 
this new form of filmmaking to emerge. 
The most significant example of this 
form of filmmaking is the documentary 
‘Outfoxed’ as wired.com reported; 
‘.. he [the director] is making much of 
the ‘Outfoxed’ unedited footage 


saved using the Xvid codec. This is achieved by using the 
Video | Compression... option and by selecting the ‘Xvid 
MPEG4 Codec’ from the list on the left-hand side. Now, save 
again with a different filename and you'll have a compressed 
version of your masterpiece that won't cripple your viewers’ 
available bandwidth! PCP 


available free of charge, under a 
Creative Commons license, to the public 
for remixing and re-using in nearly any 
manner imaginable. 

While this method will not be 
applicable to every filmmaker, it does 
offer exciting possibilities, particularly 
for future montage and documentary 
genres. As you may have guessed, this 
method requires a completely different 
attitude to the filmmaking process, as 
Michael Stutz, author of the ‘Linux 
Cookbook’ notes: “When you release a 
work under ‘copyleft’ you wilfully 
rescind some of the rights normally 
under your exclusive control ...” E 
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Need help? Then head 
here: Plugincinema 
www.plugincinema.com/ 
plugin/forum/ 


VirtualDub 
http://forums.virtualdub.org 


‘Plugincinema’s 5 Minute Guide 
to Open Source Filmmaking’ by 
Michael Stutz is available at 
www.plugincinema.com/ 
plugin/articles/ 
opensourcefilms.htm 


For more on postproduction, 
try http://en.wikipedia.org/ 
wiki/post-production and 
don't forget the 
pluginmanifesto at www. 
pluginmanifesto.com — a 
Copyleft document that we 
invite you to download, read, 
digest, modify and evolve! 


If you want to watch the first 
major Open Source 
Documentary for yourself, 
‘Outfoxed’, directed by Robert 
Greenwald will be available in 
the UK on DVD by the time you 


We start a brand new series. 





A scene from the documentary, 
Outfoxed - the biggest recent 
example of guerilla filmmaking. 
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7 ADVANCED 

It helps to have some 
experience with network 
administration 


Two Linux systems and 
an Ethernet network 


Heartbeat supports a number 
of different methods to signal 
between the nodes, so they 
know when to failover. 


ADVANCED LINUX 





In the first part of our new Linux Advanced series, David Coulson 
investigates High Availability using Heartbeat 


For network services, ‘uptime’ is the difference 
Q between success and disaster. Administrators 

can (and do) go to certain lengths to ensure 
servers are going to stay up as long as possible, but there 
are always unavoidable kernel upgrades and occasional 
hardware failures. We're going to look at the High 
Availability features provided by Linux, starting with 
failover of IP addresses on our systems. 





A IP configuration Before we can get started and 
configure Heartbeat, we need to configure our two Linux 
systems with the appropriate IP addressing scheme. The 
standard Heartbeat configuration requires each node to have 
its own IP address, and then a third IP in the same subnet is 
shared between the two. This shared IP address is often 
revered to as a Virtual IP (VIP) and is held by whichever node 
in the pair is the active system. 

In this tutorial, were going to give our two nodes 10.1.1.1 
and 10.1.1.2 respectively, and use 10.1.1.3 as a VIP with a 
netmask of 255.255.2550. Debian users can configure IP 
interfaces in ‘/etc/network/interfaces’,, and most other 
distributions, including Red Hat and Fedora, will find them in 
‘/etc/sysconfig/network-scripts/". We must be able to ping 
between the two nodes as well as make TCP connections, 
such as SSH or telnet. If we cant ping or telnet between the 
nodes, the Heartbeat signalling will fail. 


A Installing Heartbeat Most distributions have packages 
available for Heartbeat. As its important that Heartbeat starts 
reliably when the system comes up, using the ‘init.d’ scripts 
that ship with the packages (as well as being ably to rely on 
the package maintainer for timely updates) is a better 
alternative to source code. Debian users can simply ‘apt-get 


tl i tt 
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What interfaces to broadcast heartbeats over? 


eth 
eth1 eth? 


# Linux 
# Linux 
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Set up a multicast heartbeat medium 
meazt [dey] [mcast group] [port] [ttl] [loop] 
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install heartbeat’ to install everything to get Heartbeat up 
and running. Both systems need to have Heartbeat installed 
to actually do any High Availability features. 


E Hostname configuration its also important that the 
two nodes have distinct hostnames, which can be verified 
by running ‘hostname’ from the command line. For the sake 
of sanity, were going to refer to them as ‘nodel’ and ‘node2’. 
However, Heartbeat uses the hostnames of the two systems 
to identify them, and any configuration changes we make to 
Heartbeat is dependent on the hostname of the node. 
Heartbeat doesn't require that reverse DNS or ‘/etc/hosts' 
entries for each node are available on the other, but life is 
much simpler when information is accurate on each. ‘/etc/ 
hosts’ for our current configuration would look something 
similar to the following: 


L0- L.L nodel.example.net nodel 
T0. 11:2 node2.example.net node2 
1021.17.35 vip.example.net vip. 


© Maintaining configurations Heartbeat configuration 
consists of two major sections. The first sets up the actual 
Heartbeat process and is used to set the method to 
maintain communications between nodes. The second is 
where we enable High Availability IP addressing or services, 
and once we have the basic installation of Heartbeat up 
and running, it’s only the second we need to modify in 
order to add new virtual services or IPs. 

As the nodes need to be able to talk to each other, an 
identical configuration is used on both to ensure everything 
functions. While this is not strictly necessary, its good 
practice to avoid situations where the two nodes may be 
talking on different UDP ports, or using a different method 
to maintain a heartbeat signal. The list of High Availability 
services needs to be identical on each box, so building 
the entire configuration on one, then ‘scping’ it over to 
the other, is usually the simplest way to get everything 
running smoothly. 


H Basic Heartbeat configuration As default, Debian 
installs Heartbeat without any configuration, though theres a 
well-commented example ‘ha.cf’ file located in ‘/usr/share/ 
doc/heartbeat/ha.cfgz’. Were going to configure Heartbeat to 
use UDP broadcasts over our ‘ethO’ device, but there are 
plenty of other ways to set it all up. Using a serial null- 
modem cable works well, but if we want Heartbeat to 
failover when a system loses Ethernet connectivity to our 
network, keeping the Heartbeat on Ethernet is a simple way 
to accomplish this. A typical Heartbeat configuration, located 
in ‘/etc/ha.d/ha.cf’, would look like the following: 


keepalive 2 


warntime 30 
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deadtime 60 
initdead 120 


The above options are fairly self explanatory, but they do 
take a little tuning to ensure a reliable failover of resources. 
We must be careful not to set ‘keepalive’ and deadtime’ too 
close, otherwise, if we experience a small amount of packet 
loss on the network, we'll start to see resource takeover by 
the secondary. Likewise, the ‘initdead’ time should be 
sufficiently long enough for networking to come up and the 
node to start passing traffic. 

Were going to broadcast our Heartbeat signal over ‘eth0’, 
though there are options to use either multicast (to a group) 
or unicast IP connections (to a specific host). Each system 
must send and receive the Heartbeat ‘keepalive’ signal on 
the same port, and the packet must be permitted through 
the firewall, if any, on each node. Initially, it's much simpler to 
avoid firewalling anything and use ‘tcpdump’ to monitor 
traffic back and forth to accurately filter packets coming in 
from each node. 


/CODE/ 
udpport 694 
bcast eth0 


© Defining nodes Each node in the cluster must be 
defined using the hostname of each specific host. If the 
hostname within the ‘ha.cf’ file doesn’t match that which 
Heartbeat finds when It starts up, the system will become 
confused and not know what the node really is. We also 
need to tell Heartbeat to fall back to the primary node when 
it comes back up again, to avoid having services living on a 
secondary. If services are running on the secondary node, if 
we should take it out, we'll have a short outage, equal to 
deadtime’, until everything moves back to the primary. A 
secondary node is perfect for performing upgrades first, or 


Haresources 


ADVANCED LINUX 


: 


Hust have exactly one auth directive at the front, 
auth nd authentication usi is method-id 


Then, list the method and key that go with that method-id 
Available methodst ere shal, md5, Cre doesn't need/want a key, 


You normally only have one authentication method-id listed in this file 


Put more than one to make a smooth transition when changing auth 
methods and/or keys, 


shal is believed to be the "best", mdS next best, 


cre adds no security, except from packet corruption, 
Use only on physically secure networks, 


Est 3 + HH OH OH OH OH OH OH OH OH OH OH OH OH OH 


#auth 1 

#1 cre 

#2 shal HI! 
#3 md5 Hello! 





The authkeys file defines our authentication methods between 
the two nodes. CRC isn't a good choice on a production network. 


testing new kernels without impacting the production 
services currently passing through the primary ... 


auto fallback on 
node nodel 
node node2 


E Authentication Before we can start up Heartbeat, we 
need to configure authentication between the two nodes. To 
avoid a third, and unknown, system from pretending to part 
of our cluster, Heartbeat enables us to set up authentication 
of packets sent from each host. The simplest authentication 
method is simply using ‘crc’ mode, which isnt actually 
authentication at all, but if were heartbeating over a private 
subnet, it usually doesnt matter. 

For ‘crc’ mode, ‘/etc/ha.d/authkeys’ would contain the 
following. As with everything else, this should be identical 
on both boxes, otherwise strange things will happen. 


auth 1 


Heartbeat maintains services and IPs through haresources, and here's how 


Heartbeat isn't much use without some 
services to failover between hosts, and 
our existing configuration doesn't define 
anything to take or pass to other nodes 
as we go up and down. The services we 
share between nodes are known as 
‘resources’, and the configuration for 


these resides in ‘/etc/ha.d/haresources’. 


Haresources consists of the name 
of the primary node, such as ‘nodel', 
followed by a list of the resources it 
owns. A resource can be a system 
service or an IP address. The name of 
the node is as displayed by ‘hostname’ 
and, as we've defined in ‘ha.cf’ under 


the ‘node’ section. If it doesn't match 
the name of the box, heartbeat will get 
stuck at boot time. In our configuration, 
we're going to share the virtual IP 
address 10.1.1.3 between node1 and 
node2, which requires only a single line 
in ‘/etc/ha.d/haresources’: 

nodel Oc Les 

The name of the node in the file is not 
that of the current node but of the 
primary node for the resource. Each box 
needs to know which the primary is, and 
avoiding having two boxes think they're 


the primary holder of the resource can 
avoid quite a few problems. To share an 
additional resource, we can add 10.1.1.4 
as a second VIP with the following line: 
nodel 110.1.1.3 10.1.1.4 

Once Heartbeat is restarted, the primary 
node will bring up 10.1.1.3 and 10.1.1.4 
as aliases of the interface in the 
10.1.1.0/24 network. ‘/var/log/syslog’ 
has lots of debugging output that can be 
used to verify that Heartbeat has found 
the resources, and that each of the two 
nodes knows which is the primary. E 
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Both Heartbeat and Fake 
have gained popularity as 
part of the Linux Virtual Server 
(LVS) project at www. 
linuxvirtualserver.org 

Designed for use with the IP 
Virtual Server kernel patches, 
LVS is a project to provide 
complete High Availability 
capabilities to Linux systems, 
and enable administrators to 
build networks and services 
with maximum uptime. 

LVS has active mailing lists 
and useful documentation, as 
rare as that is for an Open 
Source Project. Anyone 
considering using LVS in 
production, or seriously 
building a test environment, 
will find the information of 
great use and will avoid some 
of the obvious pitfalls 
associated with building High 
Availability services. 





To share a virtual IP between 
two nodes, we ideally have to 
have each node in the same 
network as the VIP. 
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Non-IP resources 


Heartbeat is not just for IPs. We can stop and start other services with it, too 


will search for this also. As the resource 
group comes up, Heartbeat will execute 
‘resource start’, So any existing ‘init.d’ 
script will work happily without any 
modification. However, ‘init.d’ scripts 
may be started by the system at boot 
time, so the link will need to be removed 
from ‘/etc/rc.d/rc2.d/". 





Lots of example scripts to manage 
resources can be found as part of the 
standard Heartbeat installation. ‘IPaddr 
is a ‘bash’ script to set up the IP 
allocations on the system. Many of the 
scripts won't apply to our configuration, 
but they make it easy to manage many 
other resources. M 


Being able to stop and start services 
when a system moves from standby to 
active is useful. In ‘/etc/ha.d/ 
haresources’, we can list everything we 
want to come up with the system when 
it becomes active. We can list resources, 
located in ‘/etc/ha.d/resource.d’, or if the 
process has an ‘init.d’ script, Heartbeat 


Everything in Heartbeat is a 
script, even the ‘IPaddr’ code 
that passes IP addresses 
between the two nodes. 


r 


While we've only looked at 
failing over IP-based services, 
we can also failover storage 
between two cluster nodes. 
Essentially, we can create a 
network-based RAID-1 
filesystem that can be 
switched between the two 
nodes as one becomes active 
and the other drops out. DRBD, 
located at www.drbd.org, 
uses a combination of kernel 
capabilities and user-space 
daemons to provide a block 
device that can be mounted on 
both systems; one read/write, 
the other read-only. When 
failover takes place, the read- 
only node becomes read/write 
and we can start storage 
services up on the other host. 
Redundant network storage 
isn't new or special. However, 
most systems require an 
expensive fibre-channel 
infrastructure, as well as costly 


frames, for installation of disks. 


We'll look at how to balance 
the load on your server. 





For large installations with a 
number of subnets, it’s 
impractical to use three IPs for 
routing, so Heartbeat has a nice 
way to failover with only a 
single address. 


IRETE 
/code/ 


For real security, we can use a shared secret which is 
encrypted using the SHAI algorithm. We define the secret, as 
well as the method used, in ‘/etc/ha.d/authkeys’, then switch 
the number on the ‘auth’ line to refer to the appropriate 
authentication key we want to use. 


auth 2 
ere 
2 shal MYSHAREDSECRET 
3 shal ANOTHERSECRET 


We can switch to our second secret by changing the ‘auth’ 
number to ‘3’, followed by a reload of Heartbeat. 


Ø Starting it all up Once we have our basic configuration, 
we can start up Heartbeat with ‘/etc/init.d/heartbeat start’, 
which should produce the following output in ‘/var/log/ 
syslog/"... 


Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23085]: info: ** 
kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk 

Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23085]: info: 
Configuration validated. Starting heartbeat 
T.23 


Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23086]: info: 
heartbeat: version 1.2.3 

Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23086]: WARN: No 
Previous generation - starting at 1 

Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23086]: info: 
Heartbeat generation: 1 

Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23086]: info: 


UDP Broadcast heartbeat started on port 694 
(694) interface eth0 


IP takeover 








What is DRBD 
News 
Community DRBD is a block devic 


availability clusters. 


People 


The ‘authkeys’ file defines our authentication methods between 
the two nodes. CRC isn't a good choice on a production network. 


Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23091]: info: 
pid 23091 locked in memory. 


Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23086]: info: 
pid 23086 locked in memory. 

Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23086]: info: 
Local status now set to: ‘active’ 

Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23086]: info: 
Local status now set to: ‘up’ 

Dec 6 15:07:55 fred heartbeat [23089]: info: 
pid 23089 locked in memory. 

Dec 6 15:07:56 fred heartbeat [23090]: info: 


pid 23090 locked in memory. 


Dec 6 15:07:56 fred heartbeat [23086]: info: 
Link fred:ethO up. 


Heartbeat will spawn quite a few processes for managing 
various parts of the daemon, so killing it off manually usually 
leaves a few processes lying around to cause problems. 
Turning off Heartbeat is best done through the ‘init.d’ script, 
as it will ensure everything is cleaned up afterwards. PCP 


To save IP addresses, we can set Heartbeat up to have a VIP without an IP for each node 


Our example configuration is a typical 
set-up for any system which does IP 
failover, with each node having an IP 
address in the same range as the VIP 
Generally this makes routing simple, as 
our nodes are both on the same subnet 
as the VIP and already attached to the 
network. However, this can prove 
expensive when public IP addresses are 
used and multiple subnets are defined. 
Fortunately, Heartbeat will enable 
us to define an IP resource that doesn't 
have a corresponding IP address on 
the node within the same block. As 


Heartbeat can't figure out which network 
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interface to assign the IP address to 
itself, we have to include information 
within the resource. Once the resource is 
defined and enabled, the IP address will 
be brought up as an alias on the 
appropriate interface. The interface 
should be up already, with no IP 
address, otherwise Heartbeat will assign 
the alias but won't pass any traffic. 


# ifconfig ethl 0.0.0.0 up 
If we want to assign 10.2.1.1 to our eth1 


interface and share it across two nodes, 
the resource would look similar to: 


nodel IPaddr::10.2.1.1/24/ 
eth1/10.2.1.255 


The IPaddr resource type takes a number 
of arguments, the first and second being 
the IP address and the netmask we 
want to have handled by the node. The 
third argument is the interface the 
address will be bound to, followed by 
the broadcast address for the 
assignment. We can skip either the 
broadcast address or the interface if we 
already have an IP address in the block 
used through which Heartbeat can 
locate the interface. M 
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Part Four 


Using your 
Wi-Fi equipment 
with Linux 


uring this series, we've discussed the various 
D) types of wireless networking available with 

Linux, and have installed and configured a 
simple short-range network using Bluetooth hardware. 
Last issue, we covered the basic prerequisites for using 
‘real’ wireless hardware that has a longer range and 
much faster data throughput. This month, we're going to 
install the Windows drivers for our wireless networking 
card under Linux, using a clever piece of programming. 


In PC Plus 225, we covered the basic options open to us 
when using Wi-Fi wireless networking on a Linux machine, 
including the possibilities for using different drivers. One of 
the more intriguing prospects we discussed was the ability to 
actually use the drivers supplied with the networking 
hardware for Windows users. When we first started covering 
Linux in PC Plus many years ago, if someone had told us that 
wed be able to drop a piece of unsupported hardware (of 
any type, let alone something as potentially complex as a 
piece of wireless networking kit) into a Linux PC and 
configure it to use the supplied Windows drivers, wed have 
laughed in their faces. But here we are with just such a 
possibility! Not just any old program code, either — system 
level drivers, for heavens sake! Half the time, we have 
trouble getting the drivers to work under the operating 
system they were actually coded for, let alone an alien one. 

You'e going to need the wireless tools we discussed last 
month, the development of which was originally sponsored 
by HP Depending on the distribution you've installed, you 
may already have the required package on your distribution 
CDs, though its less than likely that they'll already be 
installed to your Linux system. Both Red Hat and Mandrake 
come with wireless tools packages on CD, so you'll need to 
dig out your discs and install the rpms using your usual 
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The ‘ndiswrapper’ forums are a great place to find the solutions to any problems you 
may have, and an ideal starting point if you just want to learn more about it. 
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package management or set-up tool. Next, you need the 
‘ndiswrapper’ package itself. Again, theres a possibility that 
you already have a pre-built packaged version supplied with 
your chosen distro. If you have, you can install this and save 
yourself a fair old bit of fiddling. If you havent, you'll need to 
download ‘ndiswrapper’ from the home site. 

And now the bad news. For a long while in this Linux 
Beginners Masterclass series, we've glossed over one of the 
more important aspects of installing some types of software. 
Yes, the ‘ndiswrapper’ package is only available in source 
code form, and there are no nice pre-compiled binaries or 
easy to install rom packages. 

Despite what you may think, compiling a program from 
the source is not too difficult, as long as youte sensible and 
don't panic. To compile ‘ndiswrapper’, you'll also need the 
complete Linux kernel sources installed. Make sure 
everything Is ready by creating another session with your 
package management tools and the distribution discs. 

Next, download the latest stable version of ‘ndiswrapper’ 
from the home site. As of writing, this was 0.11, with the 
tarball file you need called ‘ndiswrapper-O.11 targz’. Extract 
the tarball using the following command: 


tar zxvf ndiswrapper-0.11.tar.gz 


Change the filename if you have a newer version, which is 
highly likely by the time you read this. This will leave you 
with a directory called ‘ndiswrapper-0.11’ or similar. Move into 
this using the ‘cd’ command. Next, you'll need root access 
privileges before you can compile the sources. Rather than 
logging out entirely, use the ‘su’ command and enter the root 
password to temporarily give yourself root access. However, 
make sure you log out with ‘exit’ when you've finished 
compiling. You can then build the sources using 

the simple command: 


make install 


This should compile the sources into a 
kernel module. Next, we need to locate 
the Windows XP driver for your hardware. 
Note that drivers built for older versions of 
Windows won't work. Make sure your card 
or chipset is supported by checking the 
‘ndiswrapper’ hardware list. You'll find the 
link in the ‘Going Further’ column. Rather 
than use the drivers that came with your 
card, were going to download ones which 
are known to work after matching them to 
your hardware ID. To do this, we first need 
to invoke the command ‘lspci’ and note 
the entry in the first column, which looks 
similar to 0000:00:0c.0. You also need to 
use the ‘lspci —n’ command to locate your 
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Your wireless access point or router will come with a specific 
configuration utility to enable you to set the WEP key and ESSID. 


cards PCI ID. This will be the third or fourth column, 
depending on your distribution, and will look similar to 
104c:8400. Look in the hardware list and match your card's PCI 
ID to an entry there, then download the relevant driver. 

Now we need to unpack the drivers. Most listed in the 
hardware list are in simple zip format, so use the unzip 
command followed by the filename. If you hit one in 
Windows CAB format, replace unzip with the ‘cabextract’ 
command. On rare occasions, drivers may be Windows 
program files, which means you'll need to extract them from 
a Windows session first. Make sure the driver files are all in 
one directory (and you need the .INF SYS and any BIN files). 
Type the following command, replacing filename.inf with the 
actual name from your driver set: 


ndiswrapper -i filename.inf 


This copies all of the necessary files to ‘/etc/ndiswrapper’ 
and builds the required configuration files. Once installed, 


Wireless security 





LINUX BEGINNERS 


you can check the status of the installed drivers by typing 
the following command: 


ndiswrapper -1 


This should tell you which drivers are installed and present 
for use. Now that everything is installed, use the command 
‘modprobe ndiswrapper’ to load the module. If successful, 
you should see a message indicating that the module has 
loaded. Now we need to configure the system. Use the 
command ‘iwconfig’, which is part of the wireless tools 
package. This will return the ID of the wireless interface, 
which is usually ‘wlan0’. Check to see if you can see your 
wireless access point, or router, by using this command: 


iwlist wlan0 scan 


This should return the ID of your access point. Set the 
Operating mode, which is usually managed by typing: 


iwconfig wlan0 mode Managed 


Almost there. To fire up the network, use the command: 


ifconfig wlan0 up 


In theory, you should now be up and running. If any of the 

Stages have caused you problems, you'll need to check the 
‘ndiswrapper’ FAQ, as space doesn't permit long diagnostics 

here. As it stands, your wireless network wont automatically 
switch on when Linux boots. To do this, type: 


ndiswrapper -m 


.. then add the line ‘ndiswrapper’ to the ‘/etc/modules’ 
file using a text editor. PCP 


The key to successfully securing your wireless connection is, well, a key! 


One of the problems with wireless 
networking is that, without adequate 


WEP (Wireless Encryption Protocol). This 
uses a secure 128-bit key known to 


iwconfig wlan0 essid ESSID 
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Ndiswrapper FAQ 
ndiswrapper.sourceforge.net/ 
wiki/index.php?FAQ 

Check here if you have any 
questions or problems with 
installing or compiling 
‘ndiswrapper’. 


Ndiswrapper help forums 
ndiswrapper.sourceforge. 
net/forums/ 

If you have any sort of 
installation issues not covered 
by the FAQ, check here. 
Chances are, someone else 
has already found the solution. 


Ndiswrapper driver list, 
ndiswrapper.sourceforge.net/ 
wiki/index.php/List 

You need to check this once 
you have the ID for your 
networking card, to download 
working versions of the 
requisite Windows XP drivers. 


Troubleshooting guide 
ndiswrapper.sourceforge. 
net/wiki/ 

indexphp? Troubleshooting 
Still having problems? Check 
this useful resource. 


We begin a brand new 
Masterclass series. 





A wireless access 
point is a bridge 
between a traditional 









security, anyone with a wireless laptop 
could tap into your network. At worst, 
this could mean the destruction of your 
files and, at best, the hijacking of your 
Internet connection. This happens a lot 
on unsecured networks, and leads to 
the phenomenon known as 
‘wardriving’, where a user drives about 
with a wireless laptop, scanning the 
immediate vicinity for open wireless 
networks. Wi-Fi wireless networking 
isn't the most secure protocol, but offers 
good security using a system known as 


every device on the network. Without 
this key, a device can't connect. 
Depending on your hardware, there 
may be a key when you install your 
access point or router. To set the WEP 
parameters, you need to check the 
documentation that came with it. Once 
done, note two settings before you can 
encrypt your network in Linux: the 
ESSID and the WEP keys. Write both of 
these down and go back to your Linux 
terminal. To set the ESSID for 
‘ndiswrapper’, type the following line: 


wired network and a 
wireless one. 


You should replace ‘ESSID’ with the 
network name you established with the 
access point. Next, specify the WEP key 
by typing the following command: 








iwconfig wlan0 key restricted 
12345 


In this instance, replace ‘12345’ 
with the actual Wireless 
Encryption Protocol key you 
generated when you first installed 
the access point or router. M 
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Part Six 


Manipulating 
existing images 








Paul Hudson rounds off his guide to PHP image processing with a 
look at how to get the most from your existing graphics 





o far, we've covered the various techniques PHP 
O gives you to create new images from scratch, but 

unless youre a particularly creative person the 
best pictures you'll be able to make will look like the 
came straight from MS Paint. Fortunately for all of us PHP 
is also more than capable of doing day-to-day 
manipulation of existing images, and that makes it 
perfect for use as a tool for creating a web image gallery. 
Relax, this isn't a tutorial on how to create a web gallery. 
For one thing, | only have three pages here and it would 
take up at least that to get even a minimal gallery 
working, but more importantly there are dozens of web 
gallery scripts out already. Web galleries, it seems, are 
exceeded in number only by web browsers and Notepad 
replacements! What we'll be concentrating on is 
enhancing our images and serving them up through 
PHP scripts — so let's get started! 


E Functions for your utility belt When working with 
existing images, there are three functions you simply have to 
get friendly with: imagesx() and its friend imagesy(), and 
getimagesize(). The first two take an image as their only 
parameter and return the width and height of the image 
respectively. In code, theyre used like this: 

$image = imagecreatefrompng (“duck.png” ) ; 
$image width = imagesx ($image); 
$image height = imagesy ($image); 

The third function actually does both of those combined and 
more, but the added complexity makes it a little harder to 
use — | use imagesx() and imagesy() all the time, just 
because they are so self-explanatory. 

The function in question is getimagesize(), which takes 
the filename of an image to work with, and returns an array 
of information about it. While that might sound quite easy, 
the problem is that the array you get back has Its keys 
numbered 0 to 3 rather than in any other way that you might 
find easier to remember. 

These keys are, in order: the width of the picture 
(equivalent to imagesx()), the height of the picture 
(equivalent to imagesy()), the type of image (we'll come to 
that in a moment), and also a fragment of HTML that looks 
like this: 


height="yyy” width="xxx” 


The Xs and Ys will naturally get replaced with the width and 
height of the image, but you can use that string immediately 
inside a HTML IMG tag. The third element in the array is the 
type of the image — whether its a GIF a JPEG and so on. This 
is reported back as a number that corresponds to a constant 
in PHP — heres a quick table that lists all the sixteen possible 
constant values: 
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Number File type PHP constant 
IMAGETYPE_GIF 
IMAGETYPE_JPEG 
IMAGETYPE_PNG 
IMAGETYPE_SWF 
IMAGETYPE_PSD 
IMAGETYPE_BMP 
IMAGETYPE_TIFF_II 
IMAGETYPE_TIFF_MM 
IMAGETYPE_JPC 
JPEG 2000 IMAGETYPE_JP2 
JPX IMAGETYPE_JPX 
JB2 IMAGETYPE_JB2 
SWC IMAGETYPE_SWC 
IFF IMAGETYPE_IFF 
WBMP IMAGETYPE_WBMP 
XBM IMAGETYPE_XBM 




















1 
2 
a 
4 
5 
6 
/ 
8 
2 
10 











The difference between 7 and & is the ordering of the bytes 
— 7 is Intel (Il) and 8 is Apple Mac (MM is Motorola). 
Remember, WBMP is not ‘Windows Bitmap’, but ‘Wireless 
Bitmap’, a picture type designed for mobile devices. With 
these utility functions out of the way, we can crack on with 
the real work... 


B Resizing an image The most basic tweak in any 
image toolkit is the ability to take an image down in size so 
that its a smaller file. Of course, this also works in the other 
direction — you can increase image size, though it will affect 
the final quality. On the web, dynamic resizing is most often 
used to generate thumbnails to save bandwidth — a concept 
that worked well until the ‘Internet accelerator’ programs 
came out that automatically followed links on pages to 
preload them, thereby downloading both thumbnails and full 
images! These have died off with the increase in broadband 
use, which means thumbnails are safe again. 

Resizing in PHP is done with the imagecopyresized() 
function, which is one of those wonderfully descriptive 
function names that led most people to love PHP 
programming. However, it takes an enormous number of 
parameters that you need to at least be aware of — don't 
bother trying to remember them, though. They are: 
destination image, source image, destination X and Y 
position (from the top-left of the image), source X and Y 
position, destination width and height, and source width and 
height. Got that? Easy, huh? 

Well, the key to this function is that you need to create 
your destination image before passing it into the function. 
This matters a lot, because if you create a paletted 
destination image, PHP will use its palette to handle the 
resizing as Opposed to resizing the original in its colour 
space then converting the palette across. There is a subtle 
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difference there, but the result is that resizing a true colour 
image to a paletted destination will look a great deal worse 
than resizing true colour to true colour and converting to a 
palette by hand. 

We have two sets of X and Y coordinates, plus two sets 
of width and height values in pixels. These define copy 
rectangles in the destination and source images, enabling 
you to take only part of an image and resize It into its 
destination. Alternatively, it also allows you to take all of your 
source image and resize it into only part of the destination 
image. The latter might sound completely useless, but you 
might use it to take your source image and place it onto a 
destination image so that the source exactly fits within the 
boundaries of a TV set in the destination image. Now you 
have an idea how it works, lets give this function a run in 
some real code: 


$src_img = imagecreatefrompng (“future.png”) ; 
$src_size = getimagesize (“future.png”); 
Sdest x = $src size[0] / 3; 

$dest y = $ 

$dst_img = imagecreatetruecolor 
($dest x, $dest y); 


imagecopyresized($dst_img, $src_img, 0, 0, 0, 


src_size[1] / 3; 


0, $dest x, $dest y, $srce_size[0], 
$src_size[1]); 


PHP 


imagedestroy ($srce_img) ; 


imagedestroy ($dst_ img) ; 


That's quite a chunk of code, so let me break it down line by 
line. First up we use imagecreatefrompng() to load up a 
picture of the Future Publishing website, and store it in $src_ 
img. We then grab the size of the picture and divide it by 
three so we know how big the resized version will be — 
one-third the size of the original. The destination image is 
then created as a true colour image with the X and Y sizes 
we just calculated. 

Next, the big function call. As you can see, I've specified 
‘0’ for the sizes of the source and destination, which instructs 
PHP to use the entire picture. I've also put in the calculated 
width and height, plus the original width and height, to finish 
off the function call. Finally the picture is saved in the file 
called future_small.ong, with a call to imagepng(), and — 
importantly — both the image resources get freed. 


Ø Resizing mark 2: resampling As you'll soon notice, 
the problem with plain, old resizing is that it literally throws 
pixel data away when resizing a picture downwards. To get 
an effective and natural-looking image resize, what you 
really need to do is resample it. This involves taking the 
image down in size by averaging the pixel colours and 
blending them smoothly so that you get a high-quality 
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If you're a PHP 5 user (and if 
you're not, why not? Answers 
on a postcard!) you'll be 
pleased to see the release of 
PHP 5.0.3, the latest 
maintenance version. There 
are no big changes this time 
around, which is probably a 
good thing, but there are quite 
a few bugs fixed — in fact, 
over 50. As there are no 
backwards compatibility issues 
to be considered if you're 
already a 5.0x user, this is a 
must-have upgrade, which 
comes highly recommended. 





imagepng($dst_ img, “future small.png”) ; 





When rotating an image you 
should supply a background 
colour — although perhaps 
magenta was the wrong choice! 


finished product. Resampling is done through the 


The rules of rotation 


Rotate your images without losing quality 


Moving swiftly onwards, the very last 
technique | want to show you is how to 
rotate images. Compared to resizing and 
resampling, this is a walk in the park, 
and my excuse for leaving it last after 
the other two is because that’s where it 
falls alphabetically! Rotating an image 
is accomplished through the 
imagerotate() function, which takes an 
image source, a rotation angle, and a 
colour as its three parameters. 

Rotation is measured in degrees anti- 
clockwise from the centre of the image, 
which means 0 does nothing to the 
image, 90 rotates it so the top becomes 
the left-hand side, 180 rotates it so that 
that top becomes the bottom, and 359 
effectively rotates the image one degree 
to the right. The last parameter is 
important: it's the colour you want PHP 
to use wherever the ‘background’ 
should be. If you rotate an image by 45 
degrees, you get gaps around it — this is 
the background. 


As you know, rotating an image by a 
value other than 90, 180, 270, or 360 
will result in an image that has larger 
dimensions than the original, but PHP 
handles all this for us by automatically 
matching the size of the output and the 
destination image resource. This scaling 
is also done using a smooth algorithm 
similar to that seen in 
imagecopyresampled(), so the end 
result will look good — and be equally 
slow in generation! 

Here's an example in code: 


<?php 

$src_img = imagecreatefrompng ( 
“future.png”) ; 

$src size = 

getimagesize (“future.png”); 
$dst_img = imagecreatetruecolo 
r($src_size[0], $src_size[1]); 
$background = 
imagecolorallocate ($src img, 
255, 0), 255)3 


$dst_img = imagerotate($src_ 
img, 45, $background) ; 
imagepng ($dst_ img, “future _ 
rotated.png” ) ; 

imagedestroy ($srce_img) ; 
imagedestroy ($dst_ img) ; 


?> 


Now, | don’t want to sound like I'm 
patronising you, but here's an important 
tip regarding rotation: whenever you 
rotate an image, some quality is lost. 
PHP doesn't keep an ‘original’ around 
automatically that allows you to rotate 
time and time again without any quality 
lost — if you plan to rotate an image 
more than once, be smart and keep an 
original to work with. If you don't do 
this, not only will the quality of your 
picture get gradually worse with each 
rotation, but you'll also be rotating the 
background colour and adding more 
background colour — making your 
picture file size very large indeed! E 
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Interlacing madness! 


Speed up your image load times with a special function 


There's a special function in PHP called 


imageinterlace() that, unsurprisingly, 
enables image interlacing. An image 
which is interlaced is one where the 
data is split up in the file, in such a 


way that browsers can display a low- 


quality version of the picture very 


quickly, then gradually higher quality 


versions, until finally it has the full 


This is the last in our PHP 
images mini-series, so | hope 
you've gained lots of ideas for 
taking PHP and images further. 
To start, you might want to try 
creating an image generation 
class that simplifies all that 
image type nonsense by 
simply instantiating the class, 
passing in IMAGETYPE_PNG 
(or whatever) and sending it 
out in its new form, which will 
be complete with the correct 
header and a picture provided 
by imagepng(). 


We start a brand new series. 





Mixing two images together is 
easy when you set a 

transparent colour — but notice 
the aliasing around the letters! 





version. Making an interlaced file can 
sometimes increase the file size by a 
very small amount, but it’s worth 
experimenting with. To use it, just call 
“imageinterlace(S$your_image, 1)” — 
the ‘1’ enables it, and conversely a ‘0’ 
disables it. However, be wary: Internet 
Explorer, being the paragon of web 
browsers that it is, does not support 
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Resizing the image is a fast 
method, but it will be lossy. 


Resampling the image gives 
much smoother results. 


imagecopyresampled() function, which also has a large 
number of parameters. Thankfully they happen to be the 
same large number of parameters that you use with 
imagecopyresized(), so you can just simply edit your script to 
replace the word ‘resized’ with ‘resampled’ and you'll be 
ready to go! 

The difference is substantial: if you look at the two 
pictures above — the top picture is resized, and the right- 
hand is resampled. Even though both of them have been 
reduced by 33 per cent of their original size, you can actually 
read a bit of the text in the bottom picture. 

However, all is not completely well on ‘Planet Resampled’: 
did you notice that the resampled script took substantially 
longer to execute than the resized script? A resize operation 
is very quick to perform, because, as | said, it just throws 
pixels away. On the other hand, resampling is a complex 
operation that needs to perform hundreds (or even 
thousands) of pixel colour average operations in order to 
create the final result. So, while resampling generates a much 
higher quality result, it also takes up much more processor 


The invisible picture 


Adding transparency to your images 


interlaced JPEGs. Non-interlaced 
JPEGs will get displayed line by line 
as they download, but when 
downloading interlaced JPEGs, IE 
downloads the whole file then 
displays it — creating a much longer 
load time, which is exactly the 
opposite of what we want. However, 
other browsers work fine. E 





The first frame (shown) of an interlaced 
image is invariably hard to make out. 





time — a sore point for web servers teeming with users. Most 
web developers I've talked to look at the end results and see 
that resizing just doesnt hold a candle to resampling in terms 
of image quality, and opt for the slower but much better 
resample operation. 


Finishing off There are two final functions | want to 
touch upon before | finish this PHP pictures mini-series, and 
they're Image_Type_To Mime_Type() and gd_info(). The 
former is perhaps the hardest to type function in all of PHP 
and — to be blunt — whenever | use it | tend to use variable 
functions, like this: 


$ittmt = “image type to mime type”; 
$mime = $ittmt (IMAGETYPE PNG); 

If you've never used variable functions before, in the code 
above I'm setting the variable $ittmt to the name of a 
function, then using the variable as the function name later 
—a great feature for long function names like this one, but 
ultimately quite lazy! 

As you can also see by the code, this function takes an 
image type constant as its only parameter — we covered 
these earlier in the big table. What it returns is the MIME type 
of the image, for example image/png or image/gif, which is 
important for sending out the HTTP Content-lype header with 
the header() function. 

The gd_info() function returns an array of data describing 
the properties of your GD library — the part of PHP that 
creates and works with images. | recommend you give this a 
try — you get information, such as whether PNG is available 
(and also whether GIF is available, which is new), and 
whether you have fonts available too. PCP 


One effect we haven't touched upon at 
all in this series is transparency. The 
reason it’s been left out is because it's 
not useful in pictures unless you're 
working with some pretty low-quality 
input! | say this because most pictures 
have subtle graduations of colour rather 
than harsh jumps, which means that 
allocating just one colour won't do much 
good for you. Furthermore, image 
formats like JPEG won't ever handle 
transparency properly, because they 
can't handle colour-key transparency 
(JPEGs don’t guarantee exact colour 
matching) and they also create noise in 
the images therefore also invalidating 
channel transparency. 

However, there are still some nice 
effects you can do with a call to 
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imagecopymerge(), which is a cutdown 
version of imagecopyresized() that 
simply maps a chunk of the source 
image onto the destination image 
without scaling it. However, what it 
does do is allow you to specify a merge 
percentage — how much of the 
destination image should show through 
the source image. This is a blending 
operation, the picture on the left is a 
blend of the logo from my website with 
the Future website picture from before, 
with the percentage (the last parameter) 
set to 100 — a full overwrite. However, if 
you look at the code below that was 
used to create the picture, you'll see I've 
set white to be the transparent colour, 
which is why the text shows through in 
the final produced image: 


$src_img = imagecreatefrompng ( 
“hudzilla.png”); 

$src size = getimagesize 
(“hudzilla.png”) ; 
$dst_img = imagecreatefrompng 
(“crop.png”); 

Swhite = 
(Sere img, 255, 255, 255); 
imagecolortransparent ($src_ 
Swhite) ; 


imagecopymerge ($dst_img, $src_ 


imagecolorallocate 


img, 


img, 0, 0, 0, 0, Ssre size[O], 
$sre_size[1], 100); 

imagepng($dst_ img, “img.png”) ; 

imagedestroy ($src_img) ; 


imagedestroy ($dst_ img) ; 


Changing 100 to 50 would show half the 
source and half the final picture. E 








Top stories 


TURN TO PAGE 12 > 


N EWS Edited by Dean Evans 


In-depth analysis Expert opinion 









Intel unveils Centrino ‘2’ 


On the road to Napa, ‘Sonoma is an evolution of Intels mobile platform not a revolution 
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On January 19, Intel launched ‘Sonoma’, 
the follow-up to its ‘Carmel’ 
technologies that were ultimately 
branded with a dart flight logo and 
christened Centrino. But rather than call 
it Centrino ‘2’, Sonoma will simply be 
known as Centrino. There isn't a 
distinction between the old technology 
and the new bar the product numbers 
— the higher the product number, the 
better the system. 

Like the original Centrino package, 
which consisted of the processor, 
chipset and wireless card, the updated 
‘Sonoma’ platform features the same 
three components. The Dothan-core 
Pentium M processor superseded the 
original Banias-core chip last year, but 
its performance has been held in check 
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by the 400MHz FSB on the ageing 855 
chipset. Similarly, we've seen the PRO/ 
Wireless 2200BG Wi-Fi card in laptops 
before. With Sonoma, Intel is launching 
a tri-mode 2915ABG solution as a 
business alternative. Both can be 
configured to take advantage of new 
Standards, such as WPA2 and 802.111. 
These two components slot into the 
new Mobile Intel 915 chipset, formerly 
codenamed Alviso’. Based on the 
desktop chipset, Intel is releasing three 
versions of this new laptop board — the 
915GM (with integrated graphics), the 
915PM (for third party graphics) and the 
915GMS (a smaller variant of the 915GM 
with lower power consumption). 
Between them they bring several 
significant improvements to the 


Centrino specification and in particular: 
a faster bus speed, dual channel 
memory support and much better 
integrated graphics. 

The faster 533MHz bus can host 
both Pentium M and Celeron M 
processors. On a basic level, this means 
that a 535MHz Pentium M is able to 
transfer data 35 per cent faster than its 
4OQMHz predecessor. The new 533MHz 
processor line is launching at 1.60GHz 
(730), 1.73GHz (740), 1.86GHz (750), 2GHz 
(760) and 2.13GHz (770) speeds, 
although the 1.50GHz (758) Low Voltage 
and 1.20GHz (753) Ultra Low Voltage 
chips are sticking with a 400MHz rating. 

The 533MHz chips are effectively 
the Dothan processors we've seen 
before, fabricated with a 90nm process 





and stacked with 2MB of L2 cache. But 
these 533MHz chips also have optional 
Execute Disable Bit (EDB) functionality. 
First released for Itanium processors, 
EDB provides a hardware defence 
against viruses that flood the processor 
with code to create a buffer overflow 
error. It brings the Pentium M into line 
with AMD's Athlon 64 and Sempron 
processors, which already feature 
similar NX or ‘no execute’ technology. 
Like the desktop 915 board, the new 
Centrino chipset now supports PCI 
Express, updating the mobile 
architecture from a shared PCI bus to a 
faster point-to-point approach. The 
Mobile Intel 915 chipset also caters for 
DDR2 memory (up to 2GB), clocked at 
400 or 533MHz. 
The previous 
855 chipset was 
limited to 
DDR333 RAM, 
although it 
could be 
pushed to 
accept DDR400 
SODIMMs. Not 
only does DDR2 
give increased 
bandwidth for better system 
performance, it also uses significantly 
less energy — Intel claims a 120mW 
power-saving over DDR modules. 
Beyond these improvements, the 
Mobile Intel 915 chipset also takes 
advantage of Intel's own DX9- 
compatible GMA900 integrated graphics 
chip. This mobile variant runs at a 
lower clock speed, but Intel claims that 
it can deliver 2x the performance of the 
old 855GME (Intel Extreme Graphics 2) 
system. Using 533MHz DDR2 memory, 
Intels own test figures show a 132 per 
cent speed increase over the 855 IGP 
It's still not a patch on a dedicated 
graphics processor like Nvidias GeForce 
6800 Go, but it's a step in the right 
direction. Take a look at our own results 





“IT'S CENTRINO ON 
STEROIDS’, WHERE 
EVERY PIECE OF THE 
PACKAGE IS FASTER 
OR BETTER™ 


in our exclusive laptop previews on 
page 12. 

The FSB increase, DDR2 memory 
support and PCI Express undoubtedly 
catch the eye. But Sonoma also adds 
its own Intel High Definition Audio 
system to the package. Formerly 
codenamed ‘Azalia’, HD Audio is 
compatible with both Dolby Digital and 
71 surround sound formats. Finally, the 
Mobile Intel 915 chipset incorporates 
Serial AIA and Gigabit Ethernet, bringing 
laptops bang up to date with their 
desktop cousins. 

With Centrino, Intel says that it's 
changed its approach from ‘speed and 
more speed’ to one based on ‘user 
experience. It's key to the company’s 
push towards 
giving laptops the 
power to handle 
everything from 
business apps to 
entertainment. 
Andy Greenhalgh, 
Mobile Marketing 
Manager at Intel 
EMEA, described 
Sonoma as 
“Centrino on 
steroids”, where every piece of the 
package is either faster or better. But 
crucially Sonoma is an evolutionary 
technological step rather than a 
revolutionary one. There are “lots of 
new innovations in terms of software 
and hardware,” adds Greenhalgh, “but 
its not the same breakthrough 
technology that we launched in 2003." 

Instead, Sonoma is a step towards 
the next-generation of the Centrino 
platform, codenamed ‘Napa’. This too 
will comprise three components — the 
65nm dual-core ‘Yonah’ processor; the 
‘Calistoga’ chipset (promising improved 
integrated graphics) and ‘Golan’, the 
next-generation wireless chip, no doubt 
supporting 802.11n. 

—Dean Evans 


Sonoma consists of three 
components — Pentium M, 
915 chipset, 802.11bg Wi-Fi. 
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The great library 


of Google 


Google hits the headlines with plans to “organise the 
world’s information” by digitising millions of books ... 
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Wr an ongoing mission to 
“organise the world's 
information”, Google recently 
announced an ambitious 
programme to digitise 15 million 
books stored by five of the 
world's biggest libraries and 
make them searchable online. 
Google will invest around $150 
million (£77 million) in scanning 
books from Stanford University, 
Harvard University, the University 
of Michigan, the New York Public 
Library and the Bodleian Library 
at the University of Oxford. The 
information will then become 
accessible via Google Print — 
http://print.google.com. 
“Even before we started Google,” 
said Larry Page, Google co- 
founder and president of 
Products, “we dreamed of 
making the incredible breadth of 
information that librarians so 
lovingly organise searchable 
online ... we are pleased to 
announce this programme to 
digitise the collections of these 
amazing libraries, so that every 
user can search them instantly.” 
Scholars calculate that it will 
take five years to digitise the 
seven million books housed 
in the library at the University of 
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Michigan. But by 2010, the 
availability of these books online 
will enable Google users to 
search through them quicker than 
sitting in the library itself. How 
much detail will you get? If the 
book has no copyright restrictions 
and is considered part of the 
public domain, then Googlers will 
be able to browse through the 
entire book. For books still under 
copyright, however, search 
results will consist of several 
pages or short extracts. 

And what does Google get out 
of the project? Google already 
features targeted advertising or 
‘sponsored links’ alongside its 
search results and in its Gmail 
service and this will also feature 
in Google Print. Type in ‘The 
Merchant of Venice’ and, below 
the text of Shakespeare's play, 
you might get links highlighting 
online stores such as eBay, plus 
the latest EasyJet prices to Venice. 
Critics argue that Google's online 
library plans could kick-start the 
commercialisation of libraries. 
But surely the prospect of a 
global electronic resource is 
worth the inconvenience of a few 
discretely placed ads? 

— Dean Evans 


=> Sony, IBM and Toshiba revealed this month that the 
forthcoming cell-based PlayStation 3 processor will power 
graphics workstations in 2005. The architecture will include 


dedicated multimedia cores or ‘cells’, giving the processor 
around 10 times the power of current chips. More details 
are due to be released in February. 
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TECHNOLOGY PREVIEW 


Sonoma laptops 
Toshiba Tecra M3 & Samsung Sens X25 


Two early laptops show the promise of Sonoma-based Centrino systems 





hile Sonoma doesn't offer the 

performance revolution that the original 
Centrino design did, it still brings several 
significant technological advancements to the 
average laptop. Intel's previous focus on 
clock speed has been abandoned, and the 
company is keen to point out the four key 
pillars of its Centrino technology: battery life, 
wireless connectivity, form factor and 
performance. Sonoma embraces them all, 
but doesn't necessarily offer improvements 
in each category. 

The Tecra M3 has been designed to 
replace Toshiba’s current M2 series. With a 
brushed silver and black chassis, it's 
surprisingly lightweight, especially when you 
consider that it boasts most of the headline- 
grabbing Sonoma features. This includes the 
1.86GHz Dothan-core Pentium M, Nvidia 
6800 Go PCI Express graphics and 512MB of 
DDR2-400 RAM. The M3 also features both 
a traditional PCMCIA slot and a new 
ExpressCard interface. As this is a preview 
unit, Toshiba hasn't yet fully optimised the 

























The M3’s silver and 
black chassis holds the 
full Sonoma platform. 


=> Intel and Nvidia have shaken hands on a 


deal that will enable Nvidia to bring its 


nForce platform to Intel-powered PCs. On the 


one hand, Nvidia will be able to blend its 


own chipset technology with Intel's FSB; on 
the other, Intel will be able to sneak a peek 


at Nvidia's graphical talents in a bid to 
improve its own integrated visuals. 


M3. MobileMark 2002 rated the system at 
152, while the battery settled down at two 
and a half hours. We've seen better, but 
Toshiba expects the longevity to be pushed 
closer to three and a half hours once the 
BIOS and power-management systems have 
been fully updated. 3DMark rated the 
graphics processor with a score of 2,555, 
which is below what we'd expect from a 
PCI-E solution. But, again, once the system 
has been optimised, the scores should 
effectively double. 

Samsung’s machine is also 
superbly thin and 
lightweight, 
incorporating 
top-flight 
DDR2-400 
memory. 
MobileMark 2002 
refused to run on this 
machine, but the battery life of three 
hours is impressive considering the slim 
dimensions of the chassis. There’s no 
ExpressCard support, but this is hardly a 
problem — there are no ExpressCard modules 
available to plug into it. However, the ATi 
X600 graphics processor delivers a serious 
wedge of power, hitting a high of 11,647 in 
3DMark 2003. Previously, you'd only get this 
sort of performance in a weighty desktop 
replacement system. 

It's obvious that Sonoma doesn't yet offer 
any significant performance increases over 
the previous Centrino laptops that we've 
seen. You may well ask why. Consider this: 
the new Mobile 915 chipset and the higher 
speed Dothan processors draw more power, 
but Intel offsets the increase with some 
power-saving measures. For example, 
version 2 of its Display Power 
Saving Technology uses 
a built-in ambient 
light sensor to 
adjust display 
brightness in 
order to 
maximise battery 
life. DDR2 memory also 
uses less power than traditional 
DDR, while the new Serial ATA storage 


=} Microsoft invites you to blog under the MSN 
banner with the beta launch of MSN Spaces 
(http://spaces.msn.com). Rigidly template- 
driven, but attractively simplistic, the site makes 
no apologies for aiming at less knowledgeable 
web users and for controlling the look, domain 
name, and even censoring the content. Free? 
Yes. Free speech? Not entirely, 

















Samsung has opted not 
to include an ExpressCard 
module on the X25. 


technology boasts energy-management 
features. The result is that Sonoma balances 
out the extra power drain by cutting back in 
other areas. With no improvements in 
battery cell technology, Intel has been 
forced to switch from thinking about 

power delivery to addressing the problem 
of power consumption. 

Unlike the Pentium 4 architecture, 
Centrino is a very efficient platform, and 
newer Sonoma-based laptops will have 
slightly more or slightly less battery life than 
their predecessors (depending on individual 
configurations). This is probably why Intel has 
chosen to brand Sonoma as Centrino rather 
than Centrino ‘2’. But speed boosts are not 
where the advantages lie. Sonoma’s 
introduction of PCI Express and DDR2 
memory, Serial ATA and Gigabit Ethernet, 
firm up the backbone of Intel’s Mobile 
technology, providing laptops with the 
extra muscle they need to compete against 
dominant desktops and become true ‘all- 
rounder’ machines. 

— Dean Evans 


=> AMD has announced plans to incorporate 
its PowerNow! technology into its Opteron 
processor family to “allow enterprise IT and 
workstation customers to decrease overall 
power consumption.” PowerNow! will equip 
the Opteron chips to throttle back 

to save energy, enabling them to optimise 
performance-on-demand. 
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Dual-track movies? 


Chris downloads a couple of movies and chats with his movie producer friends about 
the impact peer-to-peer networking is having on the entertainment industry 


ast week, | rang up Nik Powell, producer of Mona Lisa and 

The Crying Game, among other UK films. “I’ve just finished 
watching a fabulous movie of yours, Nik,” | said. “Last Orders, 
with Michael Caine, Ray Winstone, Helen Mirren and a bunch 
of other stars. Got it off the Internet via P2P” 

His response: “How long did it take to download, Chris?” 
Its the right question. The popularity of a P2P-available movie 
correlates to the speed of the download — the more people 
involved in the transfer, the faster it moves. It's a virtually zero- 
cost way of distributing movies. Unsurprisingly, Nik wasn't 
entirely sold on the idea, but he began by rehearsing the up- 
side with me. You can forget about process labs and the cans 
of film that have to be shipped around the world. What about 
the movie aftermarket? “You dont need factories to make 
DVDs, lorries to carry them or shops to sell them in,” Nik said. 
“In normal circumstances, all that saved money will go partly 
to the consumer so they get the product for less (competition 
normally ensures that), and partly, it makes the companies 
and the artists wealthier.” Except that, in the case of today's 
P2P-distributed movies, theres no wealth at all flowing back to 


“PEOPLE HAVE GOT INTO THE 
HABIT OF DOWNLOADING 
WITHOUT PAYING” 


the movie makers. “The consumer gets 100 per cent of the 
benefit and, eventually, the industry will collapse”. 

| don't buy the idea that the music business is being 
strangled to death by freebie downloads. The world’s moved 
on and audiences are spending their time and money on 
other things than CDs. If the scenario claimed by the RIAA is 
right, how come the worst hit sector — classical music — is 
the least downloaded? 

Nik started life in the music industry as Richard Bransons 
partner at Virgin. “The music business made a lot of mistakes. 
They protected the status quo,” he suggests. “They really 
needed to offer tracks over the Internet themselves. But, 
particularly on this side of the Atlantic, people have got into 
the habit of downloading without paying. Had the music 
business got their own systems up quicker, Im sure most 
citizens would prefer to pay a little bit of money, as long as 
the charges are reasonable”. That's the direction he thinks the 
film industry should be moving in, and quickly. Pen Densham 
is the writer-producer behind Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves 
and Tank Girl (an off-beat favorite of mine). I've been trying to 


PARALLEL COMPUTERVERSE* 





track down his elusive Moll Flanders, a very personal movie 
he wrote, directed and produced. It seems to be unknown to 
the legitimate UK outlets, and | couldn't find it on any of the 
P2P networks. When | told him this, he replied: “What? No 
one is stealing my movie? Now that’s rejection.” And | think 
he was only half kidding. 

But, like Nik, Pen is unconvinced that this form of samizdat 
distribution is a boon and a blessing to the movie industry. 
“The average Joe would think nothing of downloading movies 
because hes used to seeing them for free anyway on TV” 
says Pen. “But before we came to Hollywood, my partner and 
| used to finance our own short films and take the risks. If 
someone gave those away over the Internet, we would have 
been destroyed. So | can relate to the situation, as much as | 
dislike giant media conglomerates.” 

Pen has been there, done that, got the T-shirt, but instinct 
tells me times may have changed. Yes, you need some cash 
flow from your first movie to make your second, but having 
an audience is key for an upcoming film-maker. And isn't 
unrestrained Internet distribution a great way to achieve this? 

The day after | finally happened upon Moll Flanders on a 
P2P network, a small parcel arrived from California. It was a 
copy of the DVD, signed by Pen himself. Hang on, | thought, 
aren't these two things — the shiny, shop-bought DVD and 
the free download — supposed to be like matter and anti- 
matter, incapable of coexisting in the same space? 

Actually, were quite used to the dual-track market. Public 
libraries haven't closed down Waterstones. Movies on TV 
havent turned Hollywood into a ghost town. The radio didn't 
finish off the music business. Linux thrives as a free 
download and as a chargeable boxed product. Oh, yes, 
theres a devil of a lot of detail to be worked out, but a rigid 
‘pay or youre a crook’ mind-set just isn't going to lead to a 
useful outcome for anybody, 
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Chris Bidmead has been 
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* It's as real as Christmas in July 


CRISIS AS HISTORY DISAPPEARS BEHIND SOFA 


Miers and millions of terabytes and 
petabytes and googlebytes of data on 
everything from chemistry to politics — modern 


technology has finally reached the point where 
our society can fit on one single USB key. Which 
has sadly gone missing, somewhere in the 
house of Professor Fluke Random in Chiswick. 
“I know | put it down somewhere around 
here,” he muttered, shunting the sofa through 


the crowds in his living room. It's Day 15 of the 
search, and tensions are rising. The Canadians 
have taken root in the attic, while the 
Americans scour the kitchen for weapons of 
mass destruction and Kit-Kats. In the main 
room, EU bureaucrats are packed like sardines, 
occasionally reaching an agreement to consider 
tabling a motion to move a cushion, while 
outside the main window, an army of desperate 





civilians try gluing together the charcoaled 
fragments of all the books burned on Google 
Day, back when libraries were declared 
officially obsolete and turned into a really big 
barbeque. So far, little success. 

In lighter news, representatives of leading 
online back-up company WeToldYouSo were 
last seen being beaten into bloody jam by the 
crowd. At least some good came of it all then. 
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PC BUSINESS 


The end 
of an era 


IBM's sale of its PC division marks a huge shift in 
focus in the computer industry, from the US to China 


I's a sign of the times when the company that 
Started an entire technological era gets out of 
the market, and this is what has recently 
happened with the PC. IBM has sold its desktop 
computer business to number one Chinese PC 
manufacturer, Lenovo, for the princely sum of 
$1.75 billion (£900 million). Combined with 
Lenovos existing business, the new operation will 
become the third largest PC company in the 
world, with sales of around $12 billion a year. 
This may seem like a surprising move. But 
Lenovo, which was formerly known as Legend, 
has had a long-standing relationship with IBM. 
Since the mid-1990s, IBM has been helping 


Lenovo set-up its manufacturing facilities in China, 


designing its production lines according to the 
latest techniques. In return, IBM has clearly had its 
eye on the exponentially expanding Chinese 
market. As part of the deal, IBM has taken an 18.9 
per cent stake worth $600million in Lenovo, and 
the latter will be opening a headquarters in New 
York to go with its current Beijing headquarters. 
The base of the Lenovo-owned IBM PC business 
will also remain in New York, run by its current 
management team. However, the future of other 
local IBM offices around the world looks less 
certain, with reorganisation on the cards. 
Lenovos chairman, Liu Chuanzhi, has openly 
expressed great pleasure at the inroads into the 
global market the IBM acquisition will give his 
company. But the manufacturing labour has been 
going in the opposite direction for years. With the 








IBM's original PC was launched in 1981, and cost $3,000. 
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sale to Lenovo, around 
10,000 IBM employees 
will move over to the 
new company, but only 
2,300 of them are in 
the US — the rest are 
already in IBMS 
manufacturing plants 
in China. For these 
workers, the change 
of hands could be 
largely nominal. 

The IBM sale says a 
lot about the current 
state of the PC 
business. When the 
company first launched 
its original Personal 
Computer on August 
12th 1981, the 
groundbreaking new 
design ran on a 4./7 MHz Intel 8088 
microprocessor and cost $3,000. Now processors 
run at 800 times that frequency but cost well 
under half the price, and considerably less relative 
to average income. Despite launching the entire 
concept, IBM has had a chequered history in 
personal computing. lts patent portfolio is 
legendary, including the first floppy drive in 1970 (it 
was 8in and ran at 360rpm). This was followed in 
1973 by the Winchester Disk hard drive, so-called 
because it used two 30 million character spindles 
dubbed ‘30-30’ (just like the famous Winchester 
rifle cartridge). But IBM's proprietary attempt at 
Superseding the ageing ISA bus, 

Micro-Channel Architecture (MCA), found few 
friends outside IBM itself and, since then, IBM's 
desktop technical innovations have gradually 
receded in importance. 

In recent years, IBM, like many other 
manufacturers, has faced some tough challenges. 
Margins have been squeezed at every level. Dell, 
in particular, has made clever but proprietary 
designs unprofitable both for home and 

business computing. Over the 20-year history 
of the PC, manufacturing has changed its 
nature unrecognisably as well. When the IBM 
PC was first launched, although components 
came from many different sources, the final 
product was still put together by facilities 
owned by the company branding it. 
¥ But now, virtually all PC and laptop 
manufacturing by the biggest brand names 
is outsourced to ODMs (original design 
manufacturers) such as Quanta and Compal. 
You might even see IBM, HP and Dell designs 
coming out of the same factory. Perhaps the 
writing was on the wall for the PC right from 





“IBM'S DESKTOP 
INNOVATIONS HAVE 
RECEDED IN IMPORTANCE” 


the word go. After all, it arrived as a contradiction 
to Thomas J. Watsons famous statement that 
“there is a world market for about five computers.” 
The PC, instead, made the computer a mass- 
market product based on commercially useful 
components. Today's slim margins and 
undifferentiated ‘samey’ systems are merely 

the end result of this process. 

So IBMs shedding of its desktop PC division 
can be seen as the final sign that the mass 
production of computing hardware is no longer 
something that Western companies can compete 
in. Instead, design and services are becoming the 
focus. IBM already relieved itself of its hard disk 
business into the Hitachi Global Storage joint 
venture in 2003. The Lenovo sale further 
streamlines the IBM portfolio. As well as including 
the 18.9 stake in Lenovo, the $1./5billion payment 
also writes off $500million in debt and gets IBM 
$650million to put in the bank. 

IBM has now freed itself even more free to 
focus even more on its core interest: business 
services. So, it looks like we'll be seeing an even 
larger number of On Demand Business advertising 
campaigns, paid for with some of the $650million 
in cash that IBM has recently acquired. Now, more 
than ever, its what you do with the computer that 
matters, not the computer Itself, because that’s 
just a cheap metal or plastic box mass produced 
by the millions in Asia. 

— James Morris 











Pressure Point 


Bad slideshows must be destroyed, complains Richard Cobbett. Sometimes, 


all you really need is a whiteboard and a good pen 


jail you spend more time watching early-evening 
comedy shows than reading books like Nineteen Eighty- 
four, you'll know that Room 101 is where the worst things in 
the world are dispatched. Guests on the show get to lose 
around five of their least favourite things. Personally, | only 
need two. The first is the creepy little girl who hisses 
“Challenge everything!” at the start of every game by Electronic 
Arts — a sound that has slowly driven me to psychotic rage 
over the last few years. The second is Microsoft PowerPoint. 
Mere words cannot describe my hatred of this program; no 
syllables can do it justice. If | ruled the world, armies of 
Stormtroopers with CD-frazzling microwaves would, even now, 
be advancing on every world capital to confiscate the discs, fry 


“MERE WORDS CANNOT 
DESCRIBE MY HATRED” 


them, and make little melted sculptures of a decapitated Bill 
Gates as a warning for future generations. 

PowerPoint would be perfectly fine as a tool, but we all 
know that its turned into something more: it's become a way of 
business life. When a presenter loads up PowerPoint, you can 
forget about any spontaneity in their talk. Ask a question and | 
guarantee the answer will be “OK, | cover this in a later slide.” 
Look at the presented information and, invariably, its either too 
much information for the human brain to take in (“here are our 
projected earnings lists for the last century”), or information so 
bland and brainless that your brain shuts down to protect itself 
(“Profit = Good!”) It's reached the point where the only way to 
get anything out of a PowerPoint meeting is if youre given a 
copy of the slides at the end, which, frankly, is like being given 
a souvenir T-shirt by the castle torturer, who then chastises you 
for not taking notes during his performance. 

This maddening attempt to turn people into computers 
with coffee mugs really has to stop. It's happening everywhere. 
Social networking — much lambasted in this very column — 
offers one of the most obvious examples, forcing you to list 
and rate your friends and family in an organised way that the 
computer can understand. In the wider world, business 
language becomes more and more impenetrable year on year, 
producing letters so formulaic that a computer could have 


written them. (In some cases, it clearly has: a mailer service 
called MyPressRelease.net is so obsessed with its ‘Our 
company, NAME, would like to announce the release of 
PRODUCT. We hope you will consider reviewing PRODUCT for 
NAME’ template that the actual content is totally drowned.) 

In every case, this inhuman take on the world is irritating 
beyond belief. But heres the important part: it doesn’t work. It's 
not really intended to; you can count on the fingers of one 
foot the number of dictators furrowing their brows at the part 
of Dells Terms and Conditions, for instance, where it forbids 
you ordering if youre about to use your new PC to create 
weapons of mass destruction. 

All that these restrictions and programmatic approaches 
offer is a fundamentally idiotic way of working. Throw away 
the restrictive software and suddenly the rules change. Topics 
become fluid. The agenda is at least given the chance to 
move to the subjects people want, and need, to discuss, 
rather than following its pre-programmed rails. Information can 
be broken up. Reading an earnings statement in an 
engineering meeting, or spending half an hour lecturing a 
room of bored journalists on what your CEO's stockholdings did 
last year instead of moving straight onto the big story of the 
day (and also providing doughnuts). 

It's the old Cluetrain Manifesto concept of business as a 
conversation, not trying to bludgeon the message into people. 
It prevents the presenter switching into autopilot for 40 frames 
purely because they're there, reading out the exact same 
information that the slowest person in the room digested four 
lines and one flashy little animation ago. 

Like any tool, PowerPoint has its uses. A well-crafted 
presentation can push a meeting along, provide necessary 
information in an enjoyable form, and make use of the power 
of PCs to offer an in-depth meeting something whiteboards or 
acetate just cant handle. And some day, wed really likely to 
see one. Unfortunately, my last drip of faith in the platform fell 
long ago, courtesy of a presentation called ‘Getting The 
Message Across Without PowerPoint’ ... created in PowerPoint. 
This is not a joke, though everyone was indeed laughing. 

Basically, PowerPoint must go. The infection has reached 
critical mass and it’s time to start amputating with extreme 
prejudice. With any luck, moving away from its restrictive 
robotic-driven nature may act as a reminder that the people 
they're trying to interact with require more than just clipart, 
page curls and a pillow for when they fall asleep on the desk. 





Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@ pcplus.co.uk 


Richard generally prefers to be 
on the other side of the camera. 
No prizes for guessing why ... 





| PROCESSORS | RS 


Technologies Beyond Dual Core 


The scene is set for the battle between processor giants, but it could be Microsoft that has the decisive vote ... 


ntel and AMD have disclosed some 

tantalising titbits about the technologies that 
will appear in processors over the next two 
years, including information on their multi- 
core strategies. Smithfield has been confirmed 
as the codename for Intel’s desktop dual-core 
processor, which will be based on the current 
Prescott core. These 90nm chips will hit 
production in the third quarter of this year, just 
in time for Christmas. Serious production will 
be ramped in 2006, with a move to a 65nm 
production process planned for later that year. 

Steve Smith, vice president of Intel's 
Desktop Platforms Group, wouldn't go into 
detail about the frequencies the Smithfield 
processors will run at, but he did say they 
would operate at a slower speed than single 
core chips. He admitted that this would make 
it harder to market chips, but said that 
multiple-core systems could see a tenfold 
performance increase in the next four years. 
The dual-core Smithfield processors will 

use the same socket LGA 775 packaging as 
the current Pentium 4 chips, and will adhere 
to a similar thermal envelope. These desktop 
dual-core chips will feature HyperThreading 
support, which means the operating system 
will see four logical processors for each dual- 
core processor used. 


Yonah, Vanderpool and Silverdale 

More complex dual-core and multi-core chips 
are scheduled for the server market, while the 
dual-core spin of Pentium M, which doesn't 
have HyperThreading support, will appear as 
only two processors to the OS. Even so, a lot 
is expected of the mobile dual-core part, 
codenamed Yonah, which will use the 65nm 
production process to keep power 
requirements and heat production down. 

Vanderpool, the codename for Intel's 
hardware virtualisation technology, will appear 
in its server level products, and is expected to 
be implemented in Xeon processors by 2006. 
A similar technology, Silverdale, is expected in 
a comparable time frame. 

Paul Otellini first talked about Vanderpool 
at the Intel Developer Forum in the autumn of 
2003, where it was mentioned as a 
logical extension to HyperThreading. A 
demonstration of its capabilities didn’t seem 
that impressive initially, with a single PC being 
used to replay an episode of the Simpsons, 


=> The 2004 threat report from antivirus 
company Sophos shows that the Netsky-P 
worm and its variants accounted for almost 
a quarter of all incidents reported. Sophos 


also revealed that the number of new 
viruses increased by 51.8 per cent compared 
to 2003. All of the top 10 viruses were W32 
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Dual-core chips will rely on a raft of new technologies, including hardware virtualisation, improved security 
features and a 65nm production process that will cram even more transistors onto a processor. 


while Louis Burns played a 3D game. It was 
only when Burns had stopped playing the 
game and rebooted his virtual PC, and the 
Simpsons played on unaffected, that it 
became clear just how exciting it is. 

Vanderpool and Silverdale will benefit from 
having two or more virtual/physical processor 
cores to play with. An obvious application for 
this technology would be in the digital home, 
where a single powerful machine could be 
used by different members of the family at 
the same time. AMD has also announced that 
it's working on its own virtualisation 
technology, codenamed Pacifica. 

AMD has the lead in the 64-bit arena, but 
Intel has announced its Extended Memory 64 
Technology (EM64T). This is scheduled to 
make an appearance at the same time as 
Microsoft Windows XP Pro x64, though Intel 
wouldn't say which products are EM641- 
enabled. Despite the lead time AMD has over 
Intel, the contest won't truly begin until 
Microsoft's 64-bit OS is released. 


=> Microsoft is prepping a new addition 


to its Media Center Edition software 
dubbed MSN Remote Record. The 
software (currently in beta testing for 
US and Canada users) will enable MCE 


over the Internet. Expect the service to 


owners to remotely schedule recordings 


Intel's final two technologies slated for a 
2006 release are LaGrande and Active 
Management Technology (AMT). These are 
aimed at the serious side of the computer 
business, covering security and PC 
management. As with Vanderpool, their 
release is designed to coincide with 
Microsoft’s next OS launch: Longhorn. 

Roadmaps of AMD's processor plans show 
that it intends to release the dual-core Toledo 
processor in the second half of this year. The 
socket 939 chip will use the 90nm SOI 
process, and will most likely appear as a 
continuation of the Athlon FX line. 

The Silicon on Insulator (SOI) process that 
AMD will use for this and other chips is a new 
production technology that improves the 
efficiency of its existing processor core. AMD 
claims that this will boost speeds in chips by 
up to 24% using the same power levels as 
non-SOI designs. Apparently, it costs little to 
convert existing plants to the new technology. 
— Alan Dexter 


=> Technology blog Techdirt (http:// 
techdirt.com) suggests that fuel cells may 
not be the answer to extending battery life. 
Instead, it points to a University of Alberta 
project that’s developing a chip that uses 
100 times less energy than its counterparts. 
Same Lithium-lon technology + less power 





attacks, affecting Microsoft's Windows OS. 
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roll out to the UK frustratingly slowly. 


consumption = longer battery life. 








J. Mark Lytle 


jmark.lytle@futurenet.co.uk 


Mark lives in Tokyo 

to be closer to the 
latest new technology 
and the best sushi 


Sharp Mebius Muramasa PC- 
MP4OH laptop PC (£1,050) 
Sharps newest laptop, 
announced just in time for 
the recent end-of-year PC- 
buying frenzy, is a smart 
white number reminiscent of Apples 


An Eastern Eye 


The latest in hi-tech gadgets from our 
hard-to-reach Far Eastern correspondent 






underpowered iBook, but with plenty more going for it than just good 
looks. The Japan-only PC-MP40H is powered by a 1.6GHz Transmeta 
Efficeon, has a 104in screen and weighs only 1.3Kg; one for the 
ultraportable category. A five-hour battery life adds to the totability 
factor, while onboard 802.11b/g makes up for the skimpy 256MB of RAM 
and 40GB hard drive. A reasonable price and an appealing package. 





Panasonic OxyRide electric car 


Panasonic BL-C30 
network camera (£210) 
Wi-Fi flavours b and g 
feature again in Panasonic's 
flagship home security/spy 
camera, the BL-C30 network 
cam. The 0.3megapixel box 
of tricks’ ability to get online 
all by itself without an 
intermediary PC relay opens 
up an array of possibilities 
for monitoring valuables or 
snooping on family 
members up to no good. 
The unit encrypts the signal 
(using WEP up to 152 bit) to 
ensure the integrity of those 
Stolen images. As with all 
good Japanese products, 
the C30 can be accessed 
via mobile phone. 


To illustrate the wonder of its new range of Digital Xtreme Power (DXP) 
batteries, Panasonic has produced a futuristic electric vehicle powered 
by a brace of the self-same cells. The OxyRide may be able to propel 
only 45Kg of passenger-shaped meat in a forward direction, but the fact 
that it can do so for over a kilometre on just two AA batteries suggests 
there may be something to the company’s claim that the DXP lasts 


twice as long as regular 
alkalines. The long-life cells 
feature a combination of 
new materials, such as Oxy 
Nickel Hydroxide, and are 
created using a vacuum 
pouring process that boosts 
the amount of electrolyte 
in each battery. 

Look out for the 
Duracell beaters sometime 
this spring. 











SS 


2005 will bring 
enormous turbulence 


Global marketing prediction indicates a ‘High Noon’ scenario 
for many of the software industry's biggest players 


his year will see the global IT 

landscape endure a huge 
shake-up as industry 
heavyweights clash in a frenzy 
of consolidation, market experts 
have predicted. 

Frank Gens, senior vice 
president of research at analyst 
group IDC warned: “Beneath the 
surface of an almost boringly 
moderate growth rate of six per 
cent, 2005 will be a year of 
enormous turbulence in the IT 
market, with lots of consolidation 
and realignment in many sectors.” 

IDC expects that, in the 
infrastructure software sector this 
year, systems vendors including 
IBM, HP and Sun will rush to buy 
up companies large and small 
in a frantic bid to fill out their 
software portfolios. 

Likewise, independent 
infrastructure software players 
including Microsoft, CA, and Novell 
are expected to spend this year 
expanding their offerings through 
mergers, acquisitions and 
business-developing alliances. 

A key question is, according to 
Gens, whether these independent 
infrastructure software players are 
heading for a clash with the 
system vendors: “Are these two 


Microsoft failed to seal a merger with SAP in 
2004, which could prove costly in the long-term. 
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IDC’s Frank Gens predicts turbulent 
times ahead this year. 


communities, that have depended 
on each other for success, headed 
for a showdown? And will Dell, 
which has stayed largely out of the 
software game, be forced to follow 
IBM, HP and the others?” 

In the $100billion application 
market, IDC says that leading 
industry software vendors like 
SAP Oracle, and PeopleSoft, and 
middleware vendors including IBM 
and BEA, will continue jockeying 
to define and own the ‘killer 
application platform’. 

According to Gens, 
Microsoft, with a foot in 
each camp, and failing to 
close a merger with 
SAP in 2004, is likely to 
attempt an “audacious 

buy in 2005 to strengthen 
its hand in this business- 
critical battle.” 

In the hardware side of 
enterprise IT market, 
‘commoditisation’ with 
downward pricing pressure, 
will continue to squeeze 
suppliers, IDC said. The 
growing acceptance of blade 
servers is expected to put 
additional downward 
pricing pressure on the 
overall server market. 
Overall, IDC predicts that 
moderate global growth in 
IT spending will keep the 
pressure on IT suppliers to 
cut costs and deliver higher- 
value product offerings. 

— Robert Jaques 





Microsoft and 
BI team up 


Communication gurus seal handshake with mighty MS 


T has sealed a deal with 
Microsoft that will enable 
it to offer managed Internet- 
hosted software and services to 
UK-based small and medium- 
sized businesses on a rolling 
pay-as-you-go basis. 

The $7 million partnership 
centres on BT taking delivery of a 
bespoke infrastructure based on 
Microsoft's .NET software, 
including BizlalkServer 2004. 

BT will use this software 
infrastructure to manage and 
deploy utility computing services, 
including email, shared calendar 
and contacts, over broadband 
connections based on the 
Microsoft Exchange system. 

Industry experts welcome the 
move. “BT's choice of Microsoft as 
the basis for service delivery in 
the SME market is very pragmatic, 
given that Microsoft is the 
dominant provider of application 
solutions into that market,” stated 


a report by Neil Macehiter and 
Mike Cansfield, research directors 
with Ovum. “So while this 
announcement may look 
unexciting, this is good for SMEs 
and the companies that plan to 
serve them in the UK. Success 
for BT and Microsoft will depend 
on the development and support 
of an effective indirect channel ...” 
— Robert Jaques 





A superpower merger is often a cause for 
celebration, but watch this space. 





Wi-Fi range gets 





40 per cent boost 





Only cable modems and DSL connections are more popular 


o newly developed wireless 
LAN (WLAN) chipsets can 
boost the range of Wi-Fi 
connections by up to 40 per cent. 

Developed by semiconductor 
firm Broadcom Corporation, the 
54g single-chip 802.11¢ client 
silicon and 54g router system-on- 
a-chip boasts what the makers 
claim is the highest sensitivity to 
Wi-Fi transmission available. 

The range is based on 
Broadcom’s BroadRange signal 
processing technology, which can 
boost throughput rates by 40 per 
cent compared with typical 
802.119 or 802.11a/g systems, 
and can sustain higher 
performance at greater 
distances, the company said. 

Industry analysts have 
welcomed the arrival of this 
technology because it's compliant 
with IEEE 802.11 wireless industry 
standards, so enabling it to 
interoperate with standards- 





Broadcom's chipset boosts Wi-Fi sensitivity, 
despite being small enough to swallow whole. 


manufacturers. Bob Wheeler, a 
senior analyst from The Linley 
group, says: “Broadcom has not 
only achieved cost-effective 
integration, but has also improved 
wireless LAN performance in a 
standards-compliant way. 

“We highly recommend 
standards-based range 
enhancements over proprietary 
approaches because they 
improve the user experience for 
both new and existing networks.” 





based kit from other 


— Robert Jaques 





Businesses waking up 


to Wi-Fi benefits 


Busrcsses are fast waking up 
to the lucrative commercial 
benefits that wireless 
networking can bring by 
boosting mobility and flexibility. 

According to research from In- 
Stat/MDR, companies are 
increasingly making strategic 
choices to deploy Wi-Fi rather 
than merely overlaying the 
technology on the top of 
traditional wired networks. 

The analyst group conducted 
a survey that found that firms 


are planning to substantially 
increase WLAN investments in 
2005. It revealed that security 
fears top the list of worries that 
hold back wireless networking 
among poll respondents. 
Security worries were cited as 
the main reason for not yet 
deploying WLANs, and also as 
the most pressing issue for 
businesses that have already 
deployed it. In-Stat/MDR also 
found that vendors who sell to 
consumers and small firms have 


Security remains an 
important stumbling 
block for small and 
large businesses 


been successful in penetrating 
large enterprises. 

Most of the firms that took 
part in the poll stated they had 
already, or were interested in, 
implementing Voice over WLAN. 
— Robert Jaques 


IN BRIEF 





=> Swing by the Google Labs (http://labs. 
google.com) and try out the new Google 
Suggest search engine. This beta version 
features an integrated auto-complete 


function, which suggests keywords in real- 
time. Type ‘Mi’ and the suggestions include 
‘Microsoft’ and ‘Miserable failure’. There's no 
connection here surely? 
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=> The movie industry has made big strides 
in killing online downloads with the 
disappearance of popular online torrent 
tracking site www.suprmova.org. Or so they 
almost certainly think. In practice, a mirror was 
up almost immediately, and it doesn't look as 
though the other pirate hubs will be 
disappearing any time soon. 












=} In light of recent revelations, the 
government is determined not to let 
freedom of information get in the way of 
data protection, with instructions handed 
down from the Cabinet Office that all emails 
over three months old are to be deleted. 
Hardly surprising for a government that's 
been embarrassed so often by e-accidents. 
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4 INTERMEDIATE 
Assumes some familiarity 
with NET and Win32 
programming 
































A NET compatible C# 
development system. 
(Microsoft VS.NET 2003 
recommended) 


=) http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


C++ 


Part Four 


Putting it all 


together 





This month, Dave Jewell looks at how to specify a set of vertices 
using a mesh, and provides a round-up of DirectX resources 


his is the final month of our DirectX tour and 
T) also the last month for the C++ column in its 

present form. In this issue, we'll take a look at 
meshes and see what online resources are available for 
the budding managed DirectX developer. As with last 
month's tutorial, we'll be using the C* language 
because Microsoft hasn't yet given us a credible C++ 
implementation that works with DirectX. Hopefully, 
this will come with VS.NET 2005. 





Previously, we've looked at how to create vertices in 
Direct3D, using them to define simple geometric shapes, 
such as triangles. AS you may recall, a vertex is a point in 
three-dimensional space. It should be obvious that, if you 
want to start doing non-trivial stuff with Direct3D, you're 
going to have to handle a lot of vertices. A complex 3D 
scene can often involve thousands, sometimes even 
millions, of vertices. Writing code to handle each vertex is 
simply not realistic. 

This is where meshes come to the rescue. If you 
want to render an armoured tank in your scene, you can 
encapsulate it as a mesh. If you need a different-sized tank 
with a different orientation, you can use the same mesh to 
render the second tank. A mesh encapsulates not just a 
(frequently very large) number of vertices, it also contains 
other information needed for 3D rendering, including 
material and texture information. There isn’t room to go into 
this in any great detail (we'll revisit DirectX at some point in 
the future, in the new born-again C# column) but, suffice it 





It may just look like a simple little tiger, but there are 303 separate vertices here and 602 triangular 
faces. Can you count them all? If so, you probably need professional help. 
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to say that Direct3D enables you to specify both the material 
and texture of an object. Put simply, texture relates to the 
smoothness or roughness of an objects surface, while the 
material has a bearing on the degree to which light Is 
absorbed or reflected. Direct3D needs all of this information 
in order to create photo-realistic rendering effects. 


E How to skin a tiger To get some idea of how meshes 
work, try experimenting with Tutorial 6 from the Microsoft 
DirectX SDK. (You can install this tutorial using the DirectX 
Sample Browser application that we've referred to in 
previous months.) With the tutorial loaded and running, 
you'll see a rotating tiger, as shown in the screenshot on 
this page. As you may have realised by now, this tiger is 
implemented as a mesh. Although the tiger shape looks 
deceptively simple, it's implemented using no less than 303 
different vertices and 602 faces. Trust us — you really 
wouldn't want to set that little lot up using explicit code for 
each vertex! Even if you had the time and patience to do it, 
how would you go about revising the program if you ever 
needed to change the shape of the tail, or add some extra 
whiskers to the face? All youd see is an endless list of x, y, z 
vertex definitions with no obvious indication of how each 
vertex fits into the final shape. 

Let's take a look at the program source code to see how 
it works its magic. One of the most important statements in 
the program code is this one: 


// Set the directory up to load the right data 
// (since the default build location is bin\ 
debug or bin\release 
Directory.SetCurrentDirectory (Application. 
StartupPath + @”\..\..\"”); 


In common with other VS.NET projects, the program 
executable is created inside either the ‘bin\debug’ or ‘bin\ 
release’ directory depending on whether or not youte doing 
a debug build. These are relative directory paths beneath 
the actual solution directory containing your solution file. 
The application start-up path is set to one or other of these 
two possible executable locations. By appending the string 
“\..\..\" to this path, we effectively ‘pop’ up two directory 
levels to the solution directory, which is where the mesh 
itself is stored. Setting the program's current directory to this 
location enables the subsequent code to successfully load 
the mesh. And heres the code that does it: 


mesh = Mesh.FromFile(“tiger.x”, MeshFlags. 
SystemMemory, device, out materials) ; 


The mesh variable (of type Mesh) is declared as one of the 
members of the form class. The static method call ‘FromFile’ 
creates a new mesh and initialises it using the data from 
the specified mesh file, in this case “tiger.x”. This is why it's 





C++ 





So what is C++? 


The most established programming language 
around, C++ is at the core of almost every 
program you use. Not the easiest to get into, but 
mastering it will put any program within grasp. 


Dave Jewell 
djewell@pcpmag.co.uk 


Dave is a freelance journalist, 
consultant and programmer who's 
written several programming books 
and thousands of technical articles 





Can a leopard change its spots, or a tiger its stripes? Dressing a 
tiger with an alternative skin is remarkably easy if you know 
how to manipulate mesh files. 


SO Important to set the working directory. You'll find this file 
in the same place as the Tutorial 6 solution. 


A Uncovering the X files The call to ‘Mesh.FromFile’ 
takes a number of parameters, most of which we neednt 
concern ourselves with. It'S enough to know that this call 


specifies that the mesh should be stored in system memory. 


It returns (via an ‘out’ parameter) a materials array which is 
used by the program to load any textures required by the 
mesh. In the case of our tiger, you'll find that the solutions 
directory contains a separate bitmap file called ‘tigerbmp’. 
Open this in your favourite graphics editor and you'll find 
something that looks rather like one of those gruesome 


Where to now? 


tiger rugs — a very flat representation of a tiger skin! This is 
actually the texture thats used by Direct3D to ‘paint’ the 
surface of the tiger. Again, you can see the tiger skin 
represented in the accompanying screenshot. By now, you 


may rightly suspect that if you change the ‘tigerbmp file for 


something else and then re-run the program, the tiger will 
end up with a different skin. Sure enough, this turns out to 


be the case. The original bitmap is a square (256x256pixels), 


256-colour bitmap. You should find a file in your Windows 
directory called ‘Soap Bubbles.bmp’. It's exactly the same 
size and colour depth as the tiger skin. Copy this into your 
Tutorial 6 solution directory, rename it ‘tigerbmp’ (making a 
copy of the original file first, of course), and you'll end up 
with a squeaky clean animal! 

This raises the question of how the ‘tigerbmp file gets 
referenced. If you examine the program source code, you'll 
see that it only refers to the mesh file — theres no explicit 
reference to the texture bitmap. This is because the bitmap 
file is referenced from within the mesh file itself. Right-click 
on the ‘tigerx’ file, select the ‘Open With...’ option on the 
context menu and choose Notepad. You'll see that a mesh 
file is simply a text file with a special extension. Among 
other things, it contains this section, which defines the list 
of materials used by the mesh: 


MeshMaterialList { 

1; 

1; 

O;; 

Material { 0.694118;0.694118;0.694118;1.000000; 
50.000000; 

1.000000;1.000000;1.000000;;}; 
0.000000;0.000000;0.000000;; 


TextureFilename {“tiger.bmp”; } 


Finding out what DirectX resources are available on the Internet 


When hunting for DirectX goodies, one 


using vertex shaders, 3-way tweening 


Browser included with the DirectX SDK 
seems to be written around the 


of the best places to start is Microsoft's 
DirectX homepage at http://msdn. 
microsoft.com/library/en-us/dnanchor/ 
html/anch_directx.asp. This provides 
links to DirectX reference documentation 
for release 9, though you'll need to take 
care whether you're looking at the ‘raw’ 
Win32 stuff or the tidied-up managed 
code API for .NET programming. 

There are also a series of technical 
articles, and a section called ‘Driving 
DirectX’, which provides information on 
various subjects, such as an exploration 
of textures, how to optimise meshes, 


and alpha sparkles. When exploring this 
stuff, be sure to use the tree-based 
MSDN navigational control on the left of 
the screen, because the links from the 
Microsoft DirectX homepage dump you 
into the first article with no obvious 
indication that other articles exist. 
Many of the downloadable code 
samples and tutorials are in need of a 
bit of spit and polish; a lot of the stuff 
dates back to DirectX version 7 or even 
earlier. There's also the issue of Win32 
vs managed code. As mentioned in 
previous months, the DirectX Sample 


presupposition that DirectX can be 
either managed or written in C++, but 
they can't be managed and written in 
C++. Put another way, clicking the C++ 
filter will give you a bunch of Win32 
samples, while clicking the Managed 
filter will provide no C++ samples. 

In terms of newsgroups, the most 
important newsgroup for managed 
DirectX work is this one: 
win32.programmer.directx.managed 
You can find it on the regular news. 
microsoft.com NNTP server. E 





If you want to venture beyond 
Microsoft's DirectX homepage, 
there are a huge assortment of 
DirectX-related sites on the 
Internet. One of these, www. 
geocities.com/SiliconValley/ 
Way/3390/index.htmll, is 
called ‘The DirectX Experience’ 
and is aimed at game 
development. You'll find that 
most developer-targeted 
DirectX sites have games in 
mind. There are a host of 
DirectX articles and ‘how-to’ 
resources here, and we 
especially recommend David 
Joffe's four-part ‘Guide to 
Programming Games with 
DirectX’. However, the site is 
quite slow and you'll find that 
nearly all of the information 
here relates to barefoot Win32 
DirectX programming. 





This shot is taken from a 
DirectX screensaver available 
via the sample download links 
on the DirectX resources page. 
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C++ 


Choosing a graphics card 


Graphics card hardware from a software developer's perspective 


If you're serious about getting into 
DirectX development, a big issue is 
going to be the graphics card you're 
running on your PC. Dedicated gamers 
tend to want the fastest graphics 
hardware and they're prepared to pay 
for it. DirectX itself is something of a 
moving target because, if you want to 


get the best out of the new 9c release, 
you'll need a card that's compatible. 
Unfortunately, this can be something 
of a minefield because of the speed 
with which technology is evolving. Do 
you go for a 4x AGP card or spend more 
on an 8x AGP card? Is it worth buying 
an 8x card when you've only got a 4x 


AGP slot on your motherboard? Or do 
you disregard the expense and go for a 
new PCI Express machine? Will it all 
work with Longhorn and will you live 
long enough to find out? Microsoft has 
written a FAQ for all this stuff at: www. 
microsoft.com/whdc/device/display/ 
PCle_graphics.mspx E 







If you're 
confused by the new 
buzzwords relating to the latest 
graphics hardware, read 
Microsoft's FAQ which helps to 
explain the main issues. 





I've recently been brushing up 
on my (rather rusty!) maths 
skills, part of the reason being 
that I've started doing a couple 
of Open University courses — 
possibly working towards 
some kind of qualification in 
astrophysics and astronomy. 
Put it down to a midlife crisis if 
you like, but l'm having great 
fun seeing how much maths 
I've retained since doing my A- 
levels and engineering degree 
some time ago. 3D graphics 
programming is one area of 
software development where 
you'll certainly need 
something more than the 
simple arithmetic that many 
folks get by with. 


From next month, C++ will no 
longer be a regular feature. 
Instead, check out the C# 
Masterclass and email me if you 
have any exciting cross-platform 
ideas for C++ articles. 





The SphereXP replacement 
desktop for Windows XP 
demonstrates how to create a 
spherical desktop, but it doesn’t 
provide a 3D representation of 
the file system. 


This is the section that gets translated into the output array 
of material returned from the call to ‘Mesh.FromFile’. As you 
can see, this is the part of the mesh file that contains an 
explicit reference to the ‘tigerbmp’ bitmap. 


Ei The MeshView application Having said all that, 
theres a much more convenient way of looking at a mesh 
file, and that’s to use Microsoft's MeshView application, 
which is installed as part of the DirectX SDK. Just double- 
click the ‘mesh.x’ file and MeshView will load and display 
the mesh. As It's first loaded, you get a nice ‘head-on’ view 
of the tiger, but you'll find that you can use the left mouse 
button to spin the mesh and view it from different angles. 
You can also use the right mouse button to pan the mesh 
around the screen. It's important to bear in mind that 
MeshView (also variously referred to as Mesh View and 
Mesh Viewer on the MSDN site) isn't just a viewer. You 

can also use It to create a new mesh from scratch. 

The built-in help provided with MeshView is more than 
minimalist — there isn't any at all! However, if you come 
across some difficulty, Microsoft has kindly provided the 
entire source code for this utility. You can find it in the 
‘Utilities\MView’ directory path, which is relative to wherever 
you've installed the SDK. In addition to this, you'll find a 
rather terse description of each of the available menu 
commands at this URL: http://msdn.microsoft.com/ 
library/en-us/directx9_c/directx/graphics/tools/ 
meshviewer.asp 

Probably the most interesting options (from the 
perspective of the newcomer to Direct3D) are the buttons 
and menu options, which display a mesh as a series of 
triangles and vertices. If you do this with our friend the tiger, 
you'll see how his body is defined by a series of triangular 
polygons. If you want to practice acupuncture (this gets 
steadily more bizarre, doesn't it?) you can turn on a display 
of ‘Normals’. A ‘normal is a line that's normal (math-speak 


DirectX: when to use it? 








Practicing acupuncture on a teapot? This screenshot shows the 
‘normals’ (perpendiculars). 


for perpendicular) to the face of each triangular face. This 
makes the tiger look as if he’s covered in small darts. You 
can see the same effect in the teapot illustration. 

Did we mention teapots? We said earlier that you can 
use MeshView to create a new mesh from scratch. Just go to 
the ‘File’ menu, select the ‘Create Shape’ item and you'll see 
a submenu of available shapes. These include cylinders, 
spheres, cones, a torus (doughnut) and, of course, the 
ubiquitous teapot, which has become something of a cliché 
in the world of 3D graphics (you'll find that there are OpenGL 
teapots as well as Direct3D ones). Some of them don't look 
too interesting initially because, as created, you'll see them 
from an end-on view, but just spin them around using the 
mouse and they'll be revealed in all their glory. PCP 


Just for games, or is it equally applicable to desktops and desktop programming? 


For computer buffs, there's a particularly 
corny scene to savour in Jurassic Park 
(the original film) where the two 
children are hunched over a computer 
screen and the girl suddenly exclaims, 
“A UNIX system — | know this!” or words 
to that effect. Looking quite unlike any 
UNIX system we've ever seen, she 
works her way through a jungle of 
coloured blocks that look more like the 
Manhattan skyline than anything else 
we can think of. How would she have 
performed if sat in front of a real UNIX 
system with nothing but a shell prompt 
blinking sullenly at her? 
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Nevertheless, this silly scene did 
prompt us to think about the merits of a 
3D representation of your desktop. The 
upcoming Longhorn platform from 
Microsoft looks gorgeous, with a 
beautifully sculpted desktop clock, 
extensible sidebar and other eye candy 
galore, but it's still flat. 

Others have tried to take a more 
radical approach. For example, there's 
SphereXP which (at the time of writing) 
is in beta, but is available as a free 
download at www.hamar.sk/sphere. 
This 3D desktop is based around the 
paradigm of a spherical desktop. You're 


sat at the centre of the sphere and you 
move application windows around you, 
above you, below you, or whatever 
suits. Although it’s based around 
OpenGL, something similar could be 
done with DirectX. SphereXP is an 
interesting concept, but we would 
argue that's it’s not true 3D — it’s pasting 
the desktop onto the interior surface 

of a sphere. Sun's Java-based Looking 
Glass project looks more interesting, 
but what we would like to see is 3D 
representation of the file system that 
uses thumbnails for instant content 
recognition and easy navigation. W 
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Delphi 7 


Any files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
month's SuperDisc 
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You'll find an advanced SQLite 
Delphi wrapper at www. 
aducom.com/SQLite. 
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Give your programs a boost with the power of databases. 
Tim Anderson explains how to combine Delphi and SQLite 


QLite is a small, fast and free database engine. 
O It's open source, understands standard SQL and 

works on every platform from Linux to Mac OS X 
to Pocket PC. In this two-part tutorial, we'll show you 
how to use this little gem in your Delphi applications. 
This example manages a book collection, but SQLite is a 
good fit for any application that needs a local database 
store. Best of all, deployment is a snap: just copy a single 
DLL to the application directory. 





When it comes to choosing a database engine for a Delphi 
application, there are plenty of choices. The venerable 
Borland Database Engine is supplied in the box, giving you 
access to a number of database types, including Paradox, 
dBase, Interbase, or any ODBC driver. Theres also ADO, 
DbExpress, dedicated Interbase contols, and more. They all 
have their place but sometimes you want fast local data 
access with a minimum of hassle. This is where SQLite 
comes in. This is an open source database engine written in 
C and which understands most of the industry-standard SQL 
language. It's written without any platform dependencies, 
and there are wrappers enabling access to SQLite data from 
most languages. From the Delphi perspective, it offers a 
small and fast database engine that's ideal for self-contained 
applications, but its not a replacement for heavyweights like 
SQL Server or Oracle. And it's not a client-server engine 
either; its best suited for single-user applications, though you 
can access SQLite databases over a network. An SQLite 
database is a single file similar to an Access MDB, which 
makes it convenient for moving data around. It's also been 
adopted by the PHP community, and is integrated with PHP 5, 
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making it work behind web applications. SQLite is just a DLL, 
so to use it from Delphi requires a wrapper of some kind. 
There are a number of wrappers available that vary in their 
ambitions. If you want to use standard Delphi data-binding, 
you'll need one of the more advanced wrappers that 
implements the required classes. The downside to these 
advanced wrappers is that complexity brings with it a 
performance overhead and the possibility of bugs. That's 
why we get down and dirty in this tutorial with a very 
simple, thin wrapper that gives the fastest possible 
performance. You do lose the ability to use Delphi's data- 
binding, but many developers find that the flexibility of direct 
data access more than compensates for this loss. 


El Getting started The first step is to download the SQLite 
engine from the download page at www.sdlite.org. The files 
are also on the SuperDisc. There are two versions of SQLite: 
version 2.x is the most widely-used and forms the basis of 
this tutorial, while version 3x is its Successor, and will be a 
worthwhile upgrade once the various wrappers have been 
updated. However, the data format changes between version 
2 and 3, so the upgrade requires exporting and re-importing 
the data. For now, stick with version 2.x. There are two binary 
files you need: SQLite.dll (which is the database library itself) 
and SQLite.exe (a command-line management tool). Start a 
new Delphi application called ‘BookApp’, and pop the DLL 
into the application directory. Next, you need to add the 
SQLite Delphi wrapper. 

The wrapper consists of two files that you need to add 
to the project. SQLite.pas contains constant definitions and 
the Delphi declarations for accessing the external DLL. 
SQLiteTable defines three classes: ‘TSQLiteDatabase’ 
represents a database and has methods for executing SQL 
Statements and queries, and for controlling transactions; 
‘TSQLiteTable’ wraps an SQLite result set (when you run a 
query, the results are returned in a TSQLiteTable object): 
‘ESQLiteException’ is an SQLite-specific exception class. Did 
we mention that this is a simple wrapper? It's only a few 
lines of code and there are many ways it could be improved 
and enhanced. On the other hand, its reliable and you'll 
never have a problem debugging it. 


Ei More about SQLite SQLite has an unusual feature. 
Internally, its ‘typeless’, and all fields are stored as null- 
terminated strings. In practice, this isnt as inconvenient as it 
sounds. SQLite does keep a record of the intended type of 
the field based on the SQL used to create it. This presents a 
couple of issues, one of which is that SQLite is inefficient in 
storing numeric values, which take up more space as 
strings. The other is that null characters have to be ‘escaped’ 
if you need to store binary data. Thankfully, both of these 
issues are addressed in SQLite 3. Theres also code for 
converting binary data to and from strings in version 2, if 
you need this functionality. 


DELPHI 





So what is Delphi? 


Borland’s powerful, easy to use graphical 
programming language. An ideal alternative to 
the Microsoft suite, its recent move towards 
.NET makes it perfect for modern Windows use. 


Tim Anderson 
tim.anderson @futurenet.co.uk 


Tim is a technical writer 
and developer who loved 
Delphi as soon as he 
saw the first beta 


=! PC Plus sample application SEE 





It may not look much, but this message tells you that your 
application is successfully reading and writing data to a SQLite 


E Working with the SQLite wrapper The SQLite 
wrapper classes are simple, but before you can try out the 
wrapper, you need some data. Follow the steps in the ‘Using 
the SQLite command line’ section to create the ‘bookdata.db’ 
database and the ‘Books’ table. You'll notice an AuthorlD field 
that looks like a link to an Authors’ table. This will be 
completed in the next part of this tutorial. To work with SQLite 
using these classes, you need to do the following: 


1 Create a ‘TSQLiteDatabase’. The constructor takes a path to 
a database file. 

2 Use the ‘Getlable’ method to send an SQL query to the 
database and return a ‘TSQLitelable’ object. When you finish 
with the table, clean up by calling its free method. 

3 Use the ‘ExecSQL’ method to send SQL statements that do 
not return data. 

4 Clean up by calling ‘free’ on the ‘TSQLiteDatabase object’. 
5 Delphi makes it easy to ensure resources are freed, with its 
‘Try ... finally’ blocks. 


SOL magic 
If you can do it, you can do it with SQL 


SQL, or Structured Query Language, is 
the universal language of the database 
world. Despite its name, SQL does more 
than just queries. Here are some of the 
most commonly used statements. 
‘CREATE’ is what you use to create 
database elements like tables or 
indexes. The partner to ‘CREATE’ is 
‘DROP’, which removes them. For 
example, if you want to remove an 
entire table, use ‘DROP’. By contrast, 
‘DELETE’ is for removing records (also 
known as rows). ‘SELECT’ is for 
retrieving data; ‘INSERT’ is for adding a 
row to a table; and ‘UPDATE’ is for 
changing the values of an existing 
record. These statements can be used in 
combination to form complex 
commands that can manipulate data in 
whatever way you like. There's also a 


generous range of functions and 
sub-clauses. The ‘WHERE’ clause 
filters query results to the range 
you specify, and the various ‘JOIN’ 
statements let you retrieve rows 
from more than one related table. Sort: | 
Working out the correct SQL for a 
complex query is not trivial, and 
getting the best performance 
verges on a fine art. 

The best thing about SQL is that 
almost every database manager 
understands it, and there's an ANSI 
standard that implementations should 
adhere to. The fly in the ointment is that 
every database manager has its own 
unique extensions to the language. This 
presents a tricky choice when you start 
coding your database application. If 
you're careful to stick as much as 


All that remains is to understand how to access the data 
encapsulated in a ‘TSQLiteTable’. This class is a forward-only 
result set. The usual technique is to loop through the records 
in order to copy the data somewhere more useful. You can 
detect when there are no more records using the EOF (End 
Of File) property. On each loop around, you can read the field 
values into strings using either the ‘FieldByName’ property, 
which takes a field name, or the indexed ‘Fields’ property, 
which takes an integer index and returns a ‘pchar’. The latter 
performs a little better, since it saves looking up the field 
index each time. The wrapper also supplies a few 
convenience methods that are more Delphi-friendly: 
‘FieldAsBool,, ‘FieldAsInteger’ and ‘FieldAsString’. As the 
names imply, these methods return field values as Boolean, 
integer or string values. If you need other types, such as 
Single, Double or Currency, its easy to add them to the 
wrapper. ‘TSQLitelable’ has a couple of other handy 
members: the ‘Count’ property returns the number of records, 
and the ‘FieldIndex’ method returns the index of a specified 
field. To test your SQLite classes, heres a minimal example. 
Make sure you've created the bookdata database, then 
place a button on a form and write the following code: 


procedure TForml.ButtonlClick(Sender: TObject); 
var 
sl1DBpath: string; 
sldb: TSQLiteDatabase; 
sltb: TSQLiteTable; 
sSQL: String; 
begin 
slDBPath := ExtractFilepath (application. 
exename) 
+ ‘bookdata.db’; 
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Although this example is 
simple, SQLite is a powerful 
database engine that can 
manage large and complex 
relational databases. To go 
further with SQLite, one of the 
best approaches is to work 
through an SQL tutorial. SQL 
repays study, because well- 
written queries and updates 
are the key to building high- 
performance database 
applications. It's also worth 
reading through the 
documentation on the SQLite 
website (ww.SQLite.org), 
which includes some excellent 
performance tips. Many of 
these are in the SQLite wiki, 
which means you add your 
own tips when you become 
familiar with the product. 

It's also worth pointing your 
newsreader at the SQLite 
discussion group on news. 
gmane.org. 


Suppliers 


Companyvtian E 
contactame: — 
ContactTite | 





Table: 


Shaw: l 
rrberta: 


possible to ANSI SQL, you can switch 

to a different database engine (from 
Microsoft SQL Server to Oracle perhaps), 
with a minimum of fuss. Conversely, if 
you want to exploit the best features of 
each database engine, non-standard 
SQL is unavoidable. E 








You can avoid the complexities 
of SQL with a visual query 
builder like this one, in 
Microsoft Access. 
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Why less is more 


Software vendors love to add features but, sometimes, simple is best 


1. Small applications load faster and 
perform well even on low-end PCs. If 
you watch a Java or .NET application 
sputter to life, you'll enjoy your Delphi/ 
SQLite application starting in an instant. 


2. Applications with fewer dependencies 
are easier to install and less likely to be 


SQLite is open source, which 
means you can download all 
the source code and make your 
own modifications. For 
example, you can add your 
own custom functions to those 
SQLite already supports. 

Unfortunately, SQLite is 
written in C rather than Delphi, 
but the code is well 
commented. In fact, it's worth 
looking through the source 
code even if you don’t intend 
to modify it, as it’s packed with 
information about how to get 
the best from the database 
engine. Although SQLite is a 
free product, it has good 
community support and a bug 
database that anyone can 
browse. It’s also possible to 
purchase support from the 
main developer. 


We'll demonstrate how to 
increase your knowledge of 
SQLite into the book collection 
application, using standard 
SOL statements. 


broken by system upgrades, or the 
installation of other applications that 
share the same components. 


3. According to research, developers 
typically include 10 to 20 bugs in every 
1,000 lines of code they write. It follows 
that less code means fewer bugs. 


sldb := TSQLiteDatabase.Create(slDBPath) ; 
try 
sSQL := ‘INSERT INTO BOOKS (Title, AuthorID) 


VALUES (“A title”,0);’; 

//do the insert 

sldb.ExecSQL (sSQL) ; 

sSQL := ‘SELECT * FROM Books”;’; 
//query the data 

sltb := slDb.GetTable(sSQL) ; 

try 

if sltb.Count > 0 then begin 
//display first title 
Application.MessageBox(sltb. 
FieldByName [*Title’],’PC Plus’ ,MB OK); 
end; 

finally 

sltb.Free; 

end; 

finally 

sldb.Free; 

end; 

end; 


O More about retrieving data |f you look into the 
wrapper code, you'll notice that, although SQLite returns all 
fields as pointers to null-terminated strings (a Delphi 
‘PChar’), this wrapper immediately copies all the values to 
Delphi-types. The values have to be copied because SQLite 
will dispose the memory as soon as the function returns. 
Integer values are copied to integers, Booleans to Boolean, 
and other values to Strings. The wrapper is really only 
sample code and needs extending to handle other types, 
such as floats. In the meantime, you can access these 
values as Strings. However, another complication is that 
SQLite, as with any SOL database, can store null values, 
meaning ‘not assigned’. In Delphi, only pointer or object 
types can represent null directly. For example, a ‘PChar’ can 
be nil (the same as null), or a pointer to an empty string, or 
a non-empty string. By contrast, a String type can only be 
empty or non-empty. In order to accommodate this, the 


Using the SQLite command line 


Accessing your database information without the need for graphical interfaces 


The SQLite download includes a command line 
executable: SQLite.exe. You can use this for creating 
and managing databases. To fire it up, open a 
command prompt and switch to the directory where 
SQLite.exe is located, before typing: 


SQLite <path-to-database> 
where <path-to-database> is the full path and 


filename of the database you want to manage or 
create. If the database doesn’t actually exist, SQLite 


following text: 


CREATE TABLE [books] ( 

ID] INTEGER PRIMARY KEY , 
Title] VARCHAR (255) NULL , 
AuthorID] INTEGER NULL 


will create it. You're now at the SQLite command ) 


line. Type the SQL of your choice, and SQLite will 
execute it, or type a dot followed by an SQLite 


CREATE INDEX BooksTitle ON 
Books] ( [Title] ) ; 
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4. Small applications are great to 
download. The SQLite DLL is just 200K, 
which means your entire application 
will fit on a floppy disk. 


5. Simple Windows applications work 
well on emulators, such as Virtual PC on 
the Mac, or Wine on Linux. E 


command. One of the more useful commands is 
‘read <filename>, which reads and executes SQL 
commands from a file. This is the easiest way to 
create the ‘bookdata’ database. First, open up 
Notepad (or your favourite editor), and enter the 





The Borland Database Engine is 
the traditional Delphi solution 
for local database access, but 
it’s larger and generally slower 
than SQLite. 








wrapper could return field values as pointer types, leaving 
the caller to deal with null values. Another option is to have 
the wrapper treat null values as empty strings. The wrapper 
still respects null values internally, but the only way to 
discover if a field is really null is to call the method 
‘FieldlsNull’. So, if your application cares about null values, 
youll need to test for them using this method. Null is a 
valid concept, and there are times when you need to 
distinguish between empty and unassigned values, yet 
many database applications dont need this distinction, in 
which case, null values are just a nuisance. The chief 
developer of SQLite, Dr Richard Hipp, checked how leading 
database managers, such as Oracle and SOL Server, handle 
this, finally coming to the conclusion: “I| have about decided 
that SQLs treatment of NULLs is capricious and cannot be 
deduced by logic.” 


i Transactions Dr Hipp places emphasis on maintaining 
data integrity. Hes done the work to ensure that the database 
engine doesnt corrupt its files. However, you still have the 
responsibility of maintaining the integrity of the data itself. 
One of the main techniques you can use is ‘transactions’. A 
transaction spans several database inserts and updates, and 
its main characteristic is that either all the operations 
succeed, or none of them do. For example, if you want to 
insert a new book into the database; each book has an 
author, so you need two records, one for the ‘Books’ table, 
and another for the Authors’ table. If one insert succeeds but 
the other fails, you'll have a book with a broken author link, 
or an author with no matching books. If you wrap both 
inserts in a transaction, this ensures that, if either insert fails, 
both will fail. ‘TSQLiteDatabase’ has three methods that 
manage transactions. ‘Begin Iransaction’ sets a transaction in 
progress, ‘Commit’ writes the updates permanently to the 
database and ‘Rollback’ restores the data to what It was 
before the transaction began. Note that in SQLite, 
transactions cannot be nested. Transactions can also 
improve performance. PCP 


CREATE INDEX BooksAuthorID ON 
Books] ( [AuthorID] ) ; 


These instructions create a database table with 
three fields. Save the file as ‘createbooks.sql’. Now 
run SQLite against ‘bookdata.db’, and type 


-read createbooks.sql 


at the SQLite command prompt, and SQLite will 
create the table. If the table already exists, you'll 
need to delete it with ‘DROP TABLE’ before you can 
recreate it. Be careful however — once you've 
deleted something, it's gone for good. E 
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Move away from traditional applications, as Richard Grimes 
explains how you can turn the Taskbar into a new canvas 


n the first part of our new series, we'll use the 
Oo -NET framework ‘Notifylcon’ class to display an 

icon in the notification area of the Windows 
Taskbar. This class will show a 16x16pixel icon, and in 
this project, we'll develop some code to draw the icon at 
runtime and animate it. In addition, you'll learn how to 
write an application that doesn't have a start-up form, 
but can still handle the messages for GUI elements in 
the application, and will perform appropriate clean-up 
when the application finishes. 





E Exploring solutions The first step is to create a Visual 
Basic Windows application. When you run the ‘New Project’ 
wizard, you'll get a start-up form for the application. 
However, we don't want a form because were using a 
notification icon instead. Since the project will need a 
context menu, it makes sense to use the ‘Windows Forms’ 
designer to create this menu, and later remove the 
additional code created for the form. Drag a ‘ContextMenu’ 
from the Toolbox to the form, rename it ctxMenu’ and then 
use the designer to add a menu item with the text ‘Exit’ and 
the name ‘mnuExit’. At this point, you should also drag a 
‘Notifylcon’ from the toolbox to the form and rename it 
‘mainicon’ and delete the value in the ‘Text’ property. The 
‘ContextMenu’ that you dropped on to the form will be the 
menu for the notification icon, so in the ‘Properties’ window 
for ‘mainlcon’, use the drop-down box of the ‘ContextMenu’ 
property and select ‘ctxMenu’. 

Now we need to remove the code that we dont want to 
use. Close the designer and use the ‘Solution Explorer’ to 


.Dispose(disposing) 


sonaas 


If you change the name of the startup 





form from the default given to you by the project wizard you 


should change the name on the General property page. 
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view the code for the form. Expand the region so that you 
can see the code. Change the class name to ‘Notify’ and, 
as you'll not use the Designer, copy the contents of 
‘InitializeComponent’ to the constructor to replace the call to 
this method, and then remove the method. Remove any 
code from the constructor that the Designer added to 
initialise the ‘Form’ object (you'll find this at the end of the 
constructor, and the editor will highlight it). The project 
wizard has a habit of providing rather lame names for the 
files in the project, So now is an ideal time to use the 
‘Solution Explorer’ to change the name of the main code 
file to ‘Notify.vb’. 


EA Shared Sub This is a GUI project with a ‘Notifylcon’ that 
has a context menu. However, it will not compile in this 
State. The reason for this is that every application needs an 
entry point method: a Shared Sub called ‘Main’. The Visual 
Basic compiler will generate this code for you and use it to 
create an instance of the form that you Identify as the start- 
up form. If you remove the start-up form, you have to 
provide the entry point method yourself. Add to the class an 
empty Shared Sub called ‘Main’ and, on the ‘General’ page 
of the projects property pages, select ‘Sub Main’ from the 
combo box called ‘Startup object’. 

If the application had a start-up form, the default code 
generated by the compiler will create an instance of the 
form and pass it to the Application.Run’ method. Every 
Windows application needs a message pump which is a 
loop that asks Windows if it has any messages for the 
windows in the application. ‘Run’ provides access to a 
message pump that will route the messages to your forms 
‘WndProc’ method and will generate the forms events. This 
loop is continuous, which is an important but subtle point. 
Your application will run until all the none background 
threads (‘Thread.IsBackground = False’) and, in particular, the 
main thread of the application, have completed their work. 
The main thread runs the entry point function, ‘Main’, and 
so this function shouldn't return until the main form is 
closed. The ‘Main’ function calls ‘Run’, which will loop until 
the message pump is told to stop. 

This project will not have a start-up form, but it still needs 
to have a message pump to handle the messages that will 
be sent to the notification icon, and to ensure that the 
application doesn't finish. This raises the question of how 
you can Start the message pump. The ‘Run’ method is 
overloaded; the VB compiler will use the overload that takes 
a ‘Form’. One other overload takes no parameters, so you 
could create the ‘Notifylcon’ in ‘Main’ before calling this 
method. However, the downside of this idea is that when 
the message pump is told to finish (we'll mention how in a 
moment), the ‘Notifylcon’ clean up will occur in the object's 
finalisation after the message pump has finished. It's 
preferable to dispose controls before the message pump 
has ended. 
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So what is Visual Basic? 


Windows programming made quick and easy 
but not at the expense of power. Create almost 
any program using a visual, friendly interface, 
without the headaches of C++. 


Richard is the author of 
‘Programming with Managed 
Extensions for Microsoft 





The Designer is useful for creating Ul elements like the context menu, but you need a form to 
use the Designer. In this project, create the context menu before you remove the form! 


The final overload of ‘Run’ takes an instance of 





As mentioned earlier, the 
message pump is an everlasting 
loop. To break out of this loop, 
you need to call Application. 
ExitThread’. Note that this is a 
‘safe’ method because it ensures 
that the ‘Dispose’ method of the 
ApplicationContext’ class is called 
to enable clean-up to occur 
before the main thread dies. 
Under no circumstances 
whatsoever should you consider 
calling ‘Thread.Abort’ to terminate 
a thread. Abort is evil because 

it will terminate the thread 
immediately with no regard to 
the state of the garbage collector, 
nor any regard to the state of the 
object executing on the thread. 
Abort will produce unstable, 
corrupted objects, and you 
should get into the habit of 


ApplicationContext’. This class is used to control the lifetime 
of the objects used in the project, and it ensures that these 
objects are given a chance to clean up before the message 
pump thread dies. To use this facility, all we have to do is 
derive the project's main class from ApplicationContext’ 
(instead of the ‘Form’ class on the ‘Inherits’ line) and, once 
done, you can write the entry point ‘Main’ function to call 
Application.Run’ with a new instance of ‘Notify’: 


Shared Sub Main () 


Application.Run(New Notify) 
End Sub 


Disposing objects 


ignoring its lure. If the message queue is empty, ‘ExitThread’ 
calls ‘Dispose’ on the ‘ApplicationContext’ object and ends. 
If there are messages in the message queue, ‘Exit hread’ 
will post a custom message to the message queue and the 
message pump will continue. When the message pump 
finally reads this custom message, it will dispose the 
ApplicationContext’ object and finish. In this project, the call 
to ‘ExitIhread’ should be made in the ‘Click’ handler of the 
‘mnuExit’ context menu Item. You should be able to compile 
the project without errors, but don't run it just yet. 


E Drawing code ‘Notifylcon’ has no icon, so it will not be 
shown in the notification tray and you'll not be able to shut 


‘Garbage in, garbage out’ with the Garbage Collector 


.NET manages memory with the 
‘Garbage Collector’ (GC). This will clean 
up memory periodically for those 
objects that it detects are no longer 
being used. .NET has a concept called 
finalisation. If your class has a 
‘Finalizer’ method, the GC will call it at 
some time before the object is released. 
Be aware that a ‘Finalizer’ method will 
cause your object to live longer, and you 
can't call this method yourself. This is a 
problem with objects that have scarce 
resources (like Window handles), where 
the resource should be released as soon 
as possible. Instead, you can add a 
method on your class to specifically 


release this resource (for example, 
‘Close’) and call this in your code as 
soon as youre finished with the object. 

-NET formalises this with 
‘IDisposable.Dispose’. However, there's 
one further issue: most code will call 
‘Dispose’ in its ‘Finalizer’ to perform 
clean-up if the user forgot to do so, but 
this is not necessary for managed 
objects, because when the ‘Finalizer’ is 
called, any managed objects will 
already be in the queue for finalisation, 
or their memory may already have 
been released. 

To handle this situation, ‘Component’ 
has a method also called ‘Dispose’ that 


has a Boolean parameter to determine 
whether the method has been called by 
‘IDisposable.Dispose’ (and, hence, by 
the user), or by the ‘Finalizer’. If this 
parameter is set to ‘True’, then it will 
mean that ‘Dispose’ was called, so it 
could be a long time before ‘Finalize’ 

is called; both managed and 
unmanaged resources should be 
disposed. If it's ‘False’, only unmanaged 
resources should be disposed. The 
‘Container’ class can hold instances of 
objects with ‘Component’ as their base 
class, and this is why you get an 
instance of ‘Container’ in your project, 
and a ‘Dispose’ method. E 


Visual C++ NET 2003’ 





The .NET framework library is 
keen on overloading names, 
and sometimes this can 
become irritating. For example, 
the size of a form is ‘Size’, but 
this is an instance of the ‘Size’ 
class. C* and VB.NET use the 
language rules to determine 
what's a class and what's a 
property, but Managed C++ 
can't distinguish between the 
two and so you have to 
disambiguate using the fully 
qualified name of the class. On 
the other hand, VB.NET is case- 
insensitive, which means that, 
if you derive from a class, it's 
easy to override a base class 
member by using a name that 
only differs by capitalisation. 





The component container and 
a ‘Dispose’ method make sure 
that unmanaged resources are 
released as soon as possible. 
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Notification icons 


Keep your user informed about your actions 


eS nS ee 


] MED ry he T SeT: 


property), and a tooltip (Text), but it 
doesn't provide all the features of an XP 
notification icon. In particular, you don't 
have access to balloon tooltips. 
Unfortunately, this hasn't been fixed 


by ‘Notifylcon’, it's very easy to get it 
to show a balloon tooltip. All you 

have to do is call the Win32 function 
‘Shell_Notifylcon’ and set the 
‘NOTIFYICONDATA.uFlags’ field to ‘NIF_ 


A notification icon uses a window to 
handle its messages. The system 
passes messages to the window, which 
then forwards them to the code that 
handles the icon’s messages (in our 





A balloon tooltip displayed by a 
notification icon. 


case, ‘Notifylcon’). This class provides 
the basic functionality of providing an 
icon in the notification area (Icon 


The drawing code uses a fixed 
font size and writes the string 
in the top left-hand corner of 
the icon. You can improve on 
this by using ‘Graphics. 
MeasureString’ to get the size 
of the character, and using this 
to centre it in the bitmap. You 
can also vary the size of the 
font and use ‘MeasureString’ 
to find the largest font that will 
fit the character inside the icon. 
If you have a sequence of 
images, a convenient way to 
manage use is to use an 
‘ImageList’, you can add 
images at design-time, which 
will be added to the 
application's resources and 
made available at runtime 
through ‘ImageList.Images’ 
indexed property. 


We'll look at the .NET classes 
for Windows Management 
Instrumentation. 


The ‘ApplicationContext’ class 
helps manage the lifetime of 
your application’s resources. 


8 o ses byttet Commcwerrteeste! Cont 
on a egert form ect’) lecei- ssamrmerro 
Wadone Pores. covte tien 


~~ 





in the new version of the framework 
library. This is a shame because, if you 
have access to the hidden window used 


down the application. You need to initialise the ‘Icon’ 
property to an instance of the ‘Icon’ class, and this can be 
initialised to a stream created from a managed resource, or 
from an ICO file. However, in this example, we'll draw the 
icon in code so that we can provide animation. 

The drawing code is straightforward. First, create two 
private fields: the first is an Integer, the other a Boolean 
called ‘highlight’. Initialise these in the constructor to values 
of 0 and False, respectively. After this initialisation, set the 
‘Icon’ property to be the Icon returned from a member 
function — ‘Getlcon’ — and pass the string value 
of the data as the first parameter, and ‘highlight’ as the 


second parameter. The ‘Getlcon’ function will return an ‘Icon’ 


that has the string given as the first parameter drawn on tt, 
and if the second parameter is ‘True’, the background of the 
icon will be a colour that contrasts to the colour of the 
notification tray. The code for ‘Getlcon’ is straightforward and 
is based on the fact that an ‘Icon’ object can be created 
from a Bitmap object, and you can draw to a Bitmap object 
using the ‘Graphics’ class. The function looks like this: 


Function GetIcon(ByVal c As String, _ 
ByVal b As Boolean) As Icon 
Dim bitmap As New Bitmap(16, 
Dim g As Graphics 

g = Graphics.FromImage (bitmap) 

If b = True Then g.FillRectangle( _ 
Brushes.Red, 0, 0, _ 
bitmap.Width, bitmap.Height) 

Dim iconFont As New Font (“Arial”, 


16) 


10) 
g.DrawString(c, iconFont, _ 
Brushes.Black, 0, 0) 

Dim i As Icon 


i = icon. FromHandle (bitmap.GetHicon () ) 


INFO’. .NET doesn't give you access to 
this window, but it’s possible to use 
platform invoke to find it E 


g.Dispose () 
bitmap .Dispose () 
Return i 

End Function 


You should be able to compile the project without any errors 
and run it. This will give you an icon in the notification area 
with a black ‘O’. If you right-click this, you'll get the context 
menu, and if you click on the ‘Exit’ item, the notification icon 
will be removed and the application will finish. 


O Animate You can animate this icon simply by calling 
‘Getlcon’ repeatedly. As this project has a message loop, you 
can use the Windows Forms timer control to provide a ‘Tick’ 
event. First, add a field called ‘timerCtrl’ to the class, and 
then, in the constructor, create the timer and initialise its 
‘Interval’ property to 1,000, setting its ‘Enabled’ property to 
‘True’. Finally, add an event handler using the wizard bar for 
the ‘Tick’ event: 


Private Sub timerCtrl Tick( _ 
ByVal sender As Object, _ 
ByVal e As EventArgs) _ 
Handles timerCtrl.Tick 
highlight = Not highlight 
data = data + 1 

If data > 9 Then data = 0 
mainIcon.Icon = GetIcon( _ 
data.ToString(), highlight) 
End Sub 


When you run the application, every second, the notification 
icon will change its text and show a single digit that 
increments from zero to nine. As values change, the icon 
will flash, with its background changing to red. PCP 


‘ApplicationContext’ and ‘Application.Run’ 


Controlling your operations with threads 


The ‘Run’ method loops permanently 
until it’s told to stop. If the thread is a 
foreground thread (‘Thread. 
IsBackground = False’), the application 
will remain in memory until this thread 
stops. In a GUI application, you usually 
have a main window which is the 
‘parent’ of all other 
windows (these may be 
controls or separate tool 
windows). If the parent 
window is closed, all the 
child windows are closed 
and, at this point, you 
expect the application 
process to shut down. 
The main form in the 
project could inform the 
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message pump to stop by calling 
‘Application.ExitThread’ in its ‘Closed’ 
event handler. However, this handler is 
called when the window has closed and 
not when the .NET Control object is 
being released, so the form may still 
have resources. This is where the 
‘ApplicationContext’ comes in. When you 
pass a form to ‘Run’, this wraps the 
Form object in an ‘ApplicationContext’ 
object before starting up the message 
pump. This object has a method called 
‘OnMainFormDestroy’ which is added to 
the form's ‘HandleDestroyed’ event; this 
event is the last one that will be raised 
when a form window is destroyed. At 
this point, the form object will be alive, 
and any components it uses will no 


longer be needed, even though the 
form will still have a reference. 
‘OnMainFormDestroy’ then calls 
‘ExitThread’ and this will stop the 
message pump. In addition, it disposes 
the ‘ApplicationContext’, which, in turn, 
disposes the form, enabling its ‘Dispose 
method to clean up resources. 

In the project, we don't provide a 
main form. Instead, we derive from 
‘ApplicationContext’ and provide a 
‘Dispose’ method. When ‘ExitThread’ 
is called, it will call the ‘Dispose’ on our 
class which disposes the notification 
icon in the component container, 
enabling it to clean up the unmanaged 
resources it uses to add itself into the 
notification tray. E 
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SPRINGBOARD 


This Series Part Three 


Handling mouse 


and keyboard 
interaction 








Make full use of mice and keyboards in your applications. 


> 2a 30 me 
inal 


ast month's Springboard tutorial focused on 

creating menus using the new and improved 

menu designer facilities in VS.NET 2005 Express 
Edition. This time around, we're going to look at other 
aspects of menu design, and were also going to take a 
look at mouse and keyboard interaction from the 
perspective of a graphics application. For example, a 
graphics application may enable the mouse to move 
some objects around on-screen, or may enable the use 
of the arrow keys to ‘nudge’ them. 


2 BEGINNER 
No special skills required 
































One or more of the 
VS.NET 2005 Express 
development tools (see 
PC Plus 221 for more info) 


In the last issue, we learned the basics of how to create a 
menu structure for your new application. Werte now going to 
cover a number of additional topics that wouldn't fit into last 
month's Springboard. To start with, lets look at nested 
menus. In many cases, you'll see applications that use 
nested menus to categorise what would otherwise be a 
very long and unwieldy list of menu Items. 

As an example, look at the accompanying screenshot 
that shows a small section of the ‘Insert’ menu structure 
from Word 2003. As you'll see, the ‘Picture’ menu item leads 
to another submenu from where the user can choose to 
insert ‘Clip Art’, AutoShapes’, a chart and so on. Let's see if 
we can replicate this menu structure using the menu editor 
in C# Express. 

If you've used the ‘Insert Standard Items’ option (see last 
month for an explanation of this) to create an initial menu 
for your application, you'll notice theres no ‘Insert’ menu, 

| http:/ forum.peplus.co.uk | but its easy enough to add one. If you try to put the menu 
ca Documenti - Microsoft Word 

| Ele Edt view [Insert Format Tools Table Window Help 
{0 a |e Break... 


Page Numbers. 











Normal F i 
Date and Time.. i 


Symbol.. 


‘Index and Tables... 


[E] clip art... 
A ; Hyperlink.. . hH  : P Erom File... 


ie 
a 


‘GP autoshapes 
Al Wordart... 


= From Scanner or Camera... 
(a chart 


Nested menus are essential if you want to prevent your drop-down menus from becoming excessively 
long and cumbersome to use. Here, we can see one of many nested menus inside Microsoft Word 2003. 
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Dave Jewell points you in the right direction 


between two existing menus (for example, between ‘Tools’ 
and ‘Help’), then you won't have much luck. We found that 
the simplest approach was to add the new menu after the 
last top-level item (in this case, ‘Help’) before dragging and 
dropping it to where you want it to be. 


E Creating a nested menu Now we have an ‘Insert’ 
menu. With the menu selected on the design-time form, try 
adding a ‘Picture’ item immediately below the ‘Insert’ menu. 
If you then select the new ‘Picture’ item, you'll see one of 
those tiny right-pointing arrows we talked about last month. 
(It turns out that the official name of these is ‘smart tags’. 
Clicking the smart tag will bring up a context-sensitive dialog 
box — called a ‘smart panel’ — which enables you to 
change some menu item properties, rather than going 
down to the ‘Properties’ window.) 

Instead of clicking the smart tag, click the large right- 
pointing arrow to the left of it. This is the same sort of arrow 
youd see if the ‘Picture’ item already had an associated 
submenu. By clicking this arrow, were telling the menu 
designer to create one. You can then go ahead and type the 
first submenu item: ‘Clip Art... 

IF you study the screenshot, you'll see that the first 
character of the item string has an underscore. This indicates 
that you can select the item just by clicking that particular 
hotkey. To ask the menu editor to create a hotkey at that 
position, just type an ampersand (‘&) ahead of the 
character you want to make ‘hot’. So, for the clipart menu 
item, what you need to type is ‘&Clip Art... 

Another convention is the use of an ellipsis (three dots) 
at the end of a menu Item. As you'll realise, this indicates 
that the menu item leads to a dialog box. Abide by this 
convention — you'll find plenty of programs that don't! 


A Adding images to menu items In the same way, we 
can go through the rest of the submenu, adding items to 
make it look like the one in the screenshot. However, it 
doesnt look like the one in the screenshot, does it? 
Whereas the Microsoft Word menu has nice little ‘glyphs’ 
(tiny bitmap images) alongside each menu item, ours 
doesnt. Fortunately, adding images is fairly straightforward. 
Make sure the desired menu item is selected, then click the 
ellipsis button beside the ‘Image’ property in the ‘Properties’ 
window. (Alternatively, use the smart panel.) You'll see a 
‘Select Resource’ dialog from where you can choose one of 
the bitmap resources inside the resource file associated with 
your project. This is typically called ‘resources.resx’. 

If youre as artistically challenged as we are, you'll want 
to use someone elses cool-looking glyphs rather than trying 
to design your own. One site that we recommend is Www. 
glyfx.com. Here, you'll find several sets of tasteful graphics 
that can be imported into your project. To do this, hit the 
‘Import’ button in the ‘Select Resource’ dialog and navigate 
to the graphics file you want to import. Once you've 


SPRINGBOARD 


So what is Springboard ? 


Ready to go beyond Masterclass but not yet into 
Programmer's World? Using affordable tools and 
easy Steps, Springboard gives you the boost 
you need to jump to the next level. 


imported the graphic, just 
select it in the dialogs list- 
box to associate It with a 


[x] 


{3 Macromedia Extension Manager | 


= | 
File Help 


a . æ | w | [Dreamweaver Mx 2004 -] | [aa] | © 
specific menu Item. 
On/Off | Installed Extensions 


one ome! mine yOu <B Filler Text 1.0.0 Code Snippet Pill 
want to do is enable and dh MenuMagic II by PY 5 2.0.0 Suite A. Sparber. G. Jacobsen - PVI 
fly. To see how to do this in 
response to (for example) text 
selection changes, take a 
look at the section called 
‘Enabling and disabling menu 
items’. Some developers 
prefer to completely hide 
menu items which arent 
applicable to the current 
context. With the WinForms 
framework, its simple to 
achieve this by setting a menu support installable extensions — something you can build into your own applications. 
items ‘Visible’ property to 
‘False’. However, don't be tempted to do it! It's bad 
practice and is potentially very confusing to anyone 
using your application. 























Behavior 


Additional theme-based menus for MenuMazgic Il. 


This installs the MenuMaaic Il Theme Pack #1. 
These new Themes will be available in the Theme Selection 
list within the MenuM aaic II extension. 


For Additional MenuMadgic Il Themes: 
http://www. projectseven.com/mm2/themes/ 


Ins’ menu. Heres a simple little code snippet that shows 
how to create menu items on-the-fly: 


private void buttonl Click(object sender, 
E Adding menus on-the-fly Another important EventArgs e) 
technique you'll want to get your teeth into is how to create { 
menu items on-the-fly. Lets imagine that youre selling a if (docText.Text.Length > 0) 
graphics editor. You may want to make different graphics { 
filters available after the application has shipped, making 
them a separately purchasable option. One way of doing 
this would be to implement each new filter as a NET plugInsToolStripMenuItem.DropDownItems.Add (mi) ; 
assembly. When your program starts running, it would check =} 
for these filters by looking in the home directory for } 
assemblies with a special custom file extension. Each 
assembly could then be loaded to query its capability and 
obtain a plain-English filter name for displaying in a ‘Plug- 


ToolStripMenuItem mi = new ToolStripMenuItem() ; 


mi.Text = docText.Text; 


We've built this snippet into this months demo application. 
As you'll see from the screenshot, theres an editable text 


Enabling and disabling menu items 


How to create a user interface that makes sense 





An interface needs to make sense and 
be logically consistent. In Microsoft 
Word, if there's no text selected, it 
doesn’t make sense for the user to 
select the ‘Copy’ item on the ‘Edit’ 
menu. Therefore, it should be disabled. 
In order to address these issues, 
you'll need to write some sort of event 
handler that enables or disables menu 
items. Try this: drop a ‘TextBox’ control 
onto your design-time form and rename 
it ‘docText’. We'll assume you're working 
with our ‘PCPlus-Paint’ project, so you'll 
already have a set of application 
menus. Select the ‘Edit’ menu item and 
you should see ‘editToolStripMenultem’ 


selected in the ‘Properties’ window. 
Select the ‘Events’ page and double- 
click the ‘DropDownOpened’ event. 
Inside this new event handler, try 
adding code to make it look like this: 


private void 
editToolStripMenulItem _ 
DropDownOpened (object sender, 
EventArgs e) 

{ 

// Drop-down for Edit menu. 
Ensure that Cut/Copy/Paste 
items are valid 
cutToolStripMenuItem.Enabled = 
docText.SelectionLength > 0; 


copyToolStripMenulItem. Enabled 
= docText.SelectionLength > 0; 


pasteToolStripMenuItem. Enabled 
= Clipboard.ContainsText () ; 


} 


The important thing here is when the 
‘OnDropDownOpened’ event gets fired. 
Any time a drop-down menu is about to 
appear, the event is triggered. This is a 
perfect time to see which menu items 
should be enabled or disabled. What 
you shouldn't do is set up a timer and 
periodically adjust the menu state from 
inside the timer ‘tick’ handler. Use the 
‘OnDropDownOpened’ event instead. E 
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Dave is an enthusiastic .NET 
developer, consultant, and freelance 
journalist. He’s used everything 
from an ICL 1900 to a BBC Micro! 





From next issue, I'll be taking 
over the C# Masterclass as well 
as Springboard. The existing 
C++ column won't continue in 
its current form. However, 
there will be occasional C++ 
Masterclass columns that 
focus on C++, with a strong 
emphasis on cross-platform 
development. In terms of 
Springboard, this means we 
can give more coverage to 
other languages besides C*. 
This is important because 
VS.NET 2005 Express 
encompasses C++, C#, VB.NET, 
Java and more. 


Macromedia products place heavy emphasis on extensibility. Fireworks, Flash and Dreamweaver all 
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It’s easy to selectively enable 
and disable menu items by 
setting up a handler for 
OnDropDownOpened. 
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SPRINGBOARD 


Giving your objects a nudge 


Using the keyboard as part of your user interface 


important to set the ‘KeyPreview’ 
property of the form to ‘True’. In effect, 
this enables the form to ‘see’ the key 
presses before they're sent to the 
currently focused control. If you didn't 
set this property, only the text box with 
the input focus would receive the key 
codes being generated. E 


panel has been ‘pinned’ so that it can’t 
be moved above the lower edge of the 
menu bar, or to the left of the left edge 
of the application window. The code 
that does this is contained in a routine, 
‘Main_KeyDown’, which handles 
‘OnKeyDown’ events generated by the 
main form. If you use this technique, it’s 


As mentioned earlier, key presses are 
useful tools for making fine adjustments 
to the placing of graphical elements in a 
user interface. We've extended the 
demo program so that the moveable 
blue panel can be nudged around by 
using the four direction keys. As before, 
you'll notice that the location of the 





‘KeyPreview’ is an important 
property of the form if you 
want to set up a ‘form-wide 
key press handler. 


r 


Spend a few minutes getting 
acquainted with this month's 
demo program, especially the 
moveable blue panel. If you 
move the panel to the top or 
left edge of the window and 
then continue dragging the 
mouse upwards or to the left, 
the panel will stay where it is - 
as intended. However, when 
you then reverse the direction 
of the mouse, you'll find that 
the panel will start following 
the mouse again even before 
the mouse is back over the 
panel. See if you can find an 
easy way to stop this 
happening with just a couple 
of lines of code. 


We'll look at File 1/0 under 
NET. This three-part series 
will use VB.NET, and we'll 
show how to link VB.NET 
classes into a C* application. 





Try using the mouse to drag 
around the blue panel in the 
demo program. Looking at the 
code will get you acquainted 
with mouse interaction. 


box and a button labelled Add Item’. In order to add a new 
item to the ‘Plug-Ins’ menu, you type the caption of the 
item into the edit box and then hit the button. The 
screenshot shows the state of play after adding a number 
of items to the menu, each of which is named after a 
common graphics filter. So how does the code work? We 
obviously dont want to end up with caption-less menu 
items, so the first thing the code does is check if theres any 
text in the edit box. (This code isn't bulletproof; you could 
still fill it up with tabs and space characters, and the code 
wouldnt notice the problem. In a real-world application, 
you'd make sure there was a real caption in there.) Next, it 
creates an instance of ‘ToolStripMenultem’, setting the new 
menu items caption to the contents of the edit box. Finally, 
the ‘DropDownltems’ property of ‘plugins ToolsStripMenultem’ 
(corresponding to the top-level ‘Plug-Ins’ menu) is accessed. 
This property is a collection representing all the menu Items 
in this drop-down menu. By calling the ‘Add’ method, our 
new item is added to the collection. 

Again, in a real-world application, you may want to 
access the menu in a different way. Rather than ‘hard- 
wiring’ the fact that theres a top-level menu item called 
‘plugins loolsStripMenultem’, you may prefer to look up the 
menu item using the caption (‘Plug-Ins’) as the key. We 
havent tried it, but if you want to explore this approach, 
look at the ‘Items’ collection owned by the ‘MenuStrip’ class. 


O Building a plug-in architecture As it stands, the 
new menu item wont do anything. In order to make it work, 
you'll need to hook it up to an event handler at the time the 
item is created. This raises an interesting point: if you don't 
know how many plug-ins are going to be found and 
registered with the main application, then how do you know 
how many event handlers to create? And how do you know 
what each event handler is supposed to do? The answer to 
both questions, of course, is that you don't know! If you 


Mouse interaction basics 


Moving graphical objects around is a drag 


= 


= PCPlus-Paint Version 0.7 





How to add menu items while a program is running — handy for 
apps that need to support extensibility via assemblies or DLLs. 


read last months Springboard, you'll know all about how to 
associate an arbitrary number of menu items with a single 
‘OnClick’ event handler. Each one of your custom plug-in 
menu items should be pointed at a single event handler 
whose job it is to invoke the necessary routines in the add- 
in when the menu Item is clicked. 

But this raises another question: If all the menu items 
link to the same handler, how can the handler discriminate 
between different item selections? Again, if youre a regular 
reader, you'll know that the ‘ToolStripMenultem’ class has a 
useful ‘Tag’ property that can be used to hold an instance 
handle to any object youre interested in. When you first 
locate and load a plug-in, your application will create an 
instance of some generic internal class that describes the 
plug-in. This class instance is then stored into the ‘Tag’ 
property of the menu item. Thus, each time the event 
handler is called, the appropriate plug-in class descriptor 
can be retrieved. PCP 


// Pin the panel location 


As mentioned elsewhere, taming your 
mouse is vital if you're designing a 
graphics application. Whether you're 
tracing the outline of an object or 
airbrushing a bitmap, your application 
needs to respond immediately to mouse 
activity. As an introduction to mouse 
usage in .NET, we've added a blue panel 
to this month's demo application. This 
represents a graphical object in our 
finished graphics application. 

Try clicking and dragging the panel 
around in the running program - it 
instantly follows the mouse. There are 
three event handlers involved here: the 
first registers the fact that the mouse 
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has been clicked in the panel and 
remembers the position of the mouse 
when the panel was first clicked; the 
second is called whenever the mouse 
moves and its job is to keep the panel 
following the mouse; the third event 
handler is called when the mouse has 
been released. 

Look at the ‘panell_MouseMove’ 
method that contains most of the code 
involved. We've ‘pinned’ the position of 
the panel so that it can't move to the 
left of the window edge, and it can't 
move above the bottom of the menu 
bar. That's the job of these two lines 
of code: 


2f£ (pt. xX <9 0) pte. xX = 0; 

if (pt.Y < mainMenu.Bounds. 
Bottom) pt.Y = mainMenu. 
Bounds . Bottom; 


However, it's possible to move the panel 
over the top of the text box and button 
controls, and it can also move off the 
bottom and right-hand edges of the 
window. Can you figure out what 
additional code would stop that? Also, 
try setting the form's ‘AutoSize’ property 
to ‘True’ and watch what happens when 
the panel moves to the right or bottom 
of the form. E 


This Series 
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A general knowledge of 


programming is useful 
































Any programming 
language, but QBasic 
is used here for 
illustration purposes 


Any files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
month's SuperDisc 
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Touring the Mandelbrot diagram 





1 The Polish-American mathematician Benoit 2 The Mandelbrot Set, when put in graph form, 
Mandelbrot (born 1924) was a pioneer in ‘fractal 
geometry’ while at IBM's famous Thomas Watson 
Research Institute. He brought to attention the fact 
that fractals are seen frequently in nature, as in fern 
fronds, feathers, rhinoceros horns, tiger stripes and 


even galaxies. 


WILF’S WORKSHOP 


Part Three 


The peculiarities of 
fractal difference 
equations 





We're used to talking about dimensions (2D and 3D), says 
Wilf Hey, but how can we make sense of a fractional dimension? 


hat are fractals, and how are they related to the 
D real world? You've heard of the Mandelbrot Set, 
and that it's said to be ‘fractal’, but to 
understand this we must take a few steps back to 
simple concepts, such as drawing a cube on a piece of 
paper. The surface of a page of paper is a classical 
example of a two-dimensional shape, and a cube (such 
as a die) is clearly three-dimensional. 





Firstly, lets establish that we're talking about spatial 
dimensions taking up room, and not considering time as 

a dimension. A true point occupies no space and is said 

to have no dimensions. A line takes up length, and so has 
one dimension. The idea of a fractal shape Is that it takes 
up a fractional number of dimensions. Not that you can 
say that this shape has half a dimension, but were going to 
look at shapes that occupy somewhere between one and 
two dimensions. 


E Misrepresentation Think about a square. You can 
draw a square on a piece of paper using just four lines (or 
line segments, a maths teacher would insist). If you were 
asked to represent a cube on paper, there are at least two 
ways of doing it: 


1 You could draw three rhombus shapes (distorted squares) 
joined at one point and sharing sides, and then explain 
that when we meet a cube in the real (3D world), it would 
look like this. 

2 You could draw six identical squares meeting in a ‘cross’ 
shape; four up and three across the page. Youd explain 





from the Latin for ‘heart’. 
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The Mandelbrot set is a composite diagram of all related 


sports several round shapes with uneven 
borders. Here is a view of the most concentrated part 
of the set (in black) symmetric about the ‘real’ axis, 
overall forming a heart-like shape called a cardoid, 


\__IN 
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We can readily imagine 3D objects drawn in 2D format. Though 
it’s possible, it’s not so simple to grasp the idea of 4D objects. 





that this is the ‘skin’ of a real life cube, folded flat into 
two dimensions. 


Were now going to do a similar thing by creating a 3D 
picture of a real 4D object known as a tesseract. We can't 
provide a complete picture on a page because a page has 
only two dimensions — too few for the purpose. But it’s not 
too difficult to see it in your mind's eye. 

Picture a regular cube with all six faces perfect squares. 
Now imagine another one much larger, surrounding it. Now, 
mentally join all eight corners of the little cube to the 
corresponding corners of the big cube. This three- 
dimensional object is a shape that may be cast as a 
shadow of a tesseract. Shadows of 3D objects are 2D 


In part one (PC Plus 221), we looked at sets of 

equations that sometimes orbit around attractors 
when iterated. The Mandelbrot Set is like this except 
that, instead of x and y dimensions, its graph uses 
real and complex. Each new value x depends on the 
previous, but the constant (Greek letter mu) involves 
‘i’, the square root of one. 





So what is Wilf’s workshop? 


The art and theory of modern programming, 
whichever languages you use. Learn techniques 
that will benefit any project, and gain a deeper 
understanding of advanced coding disciplines. 


representations, and we can think of the shadow of a 4D 
object being a 3D shape. Now think of a stack of four 
identical cubes. The second cube down is hidden because 
coming off from its four faces are four more cubes. This is 
like the cross representation (second version) of a cube; this 
3D object is the ‘skin’ of a tesseract, flattened out to fit in 
three dimensions. The shadow representation of a cube 
(three rhombus shapes coming together) consists of six 
Squares; three are unseen and two of the remaining are 
distorted (this is because of perspective). 

Think again of the cube within a cube model. Theres 
one cube in the middle, six more extending from each face 
of that inner cube, and then one more enclosing the whole. 
The six are distorted (just as a shadow is), and the outer 
and inner cubes dont appear to be the same size. Both 
methods of modelling a cube in only two dimensions 
demonstrate that it has six squares as its sides. Similarly, 
the two methods by which we've modelled the tesseract in 
only three dimensions, show us that the ‘faces’ of a 
tesseract are eight cubes. 


E Long shores Think of a small island and make a stab 
at guessing the length of its shoreline. If the island has a 
beach that stretches along the whole shore, it will probably 
be easy to specify the length of the shore at the waterline, 
because the line would be straight. (Yes, it would change 
with the tide, but lets ignore this and concentrate on a 
single moment in time.) However, the island I'm thinking 
about has a rough, convoluted border with outcropping 
rocks and cliffs. You may think it picky, but the length of the 
shore is longer than it appears, simply because of the 
convolution. Instead of 1,273 metres, the true perimeter of 
the island is (perhaps) 1,698. However, most of these 
outcroppings into the water are made up, not of individually 
smooth rocks, but many rougher ones sitting together. When 
you measure more carefully, taking each rock at the 
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Fractals in nature: the rachis forms the backbone of a feather. Off 
it stems thousands of barbs, each a miniature rachis. 


shoreline individually, the perimeter is more like 1,/40m. If 
we look even closer, we'll probably find that the convoluted 
length of the shore is even more than this, and the results 
will continue the more nit-picking we choose to be. In 
practice, this has to stop at some level, though possibly not 
before we get down to molecules. What originally looked to 
be 1,275m has become perhaps 1,/52m when carried to 
extreme limits. Nature has effectively crammed a long shore 
onto the edge of a small island. This occurs more often than 
you may think, both in nature and in man-made objects. 
What is the surface of a golf ball? If you know its diameter, 
you should be able to calculate: pi times the square of the 
diameter (says the formula), but the surface is not smooth 
— it has 330 dimples (or 336 in the US), each slightly 
increasing the surface measure. 

Often, organisms seem to function at one level but, on 
closer inspection, a lower level is found to underpin that 
higher level. An anthill works as a unit but, at a lower level, 
there are the individual lives of thousands of ants. A 
snowflake may be a few millimetres in diameter, but its 
perimeter is extremely convoluted. Each level of 


iterated equations, mapping out those that fall into orbit around attractors. 
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So, the Mandelbrot Set is a composite of all 5 

iterated equations of the same type, varying the 
constant mu. If you magnify any portion near the 
border, no matter how much, you'll see similar 
intricate patterns. The darker a spot is, the fewer 
iterations are needed to confirm that its associated 
formula orbits an attractor. 


Often, you'll find that bits of the border 

have miniature shapes similar to miniature 
Mandelbrot Sets. Here (at 256x magnification) is a 
region with rows of the familiar cardoid, all slightly 
different in size and distortion. The view is different at 
every point and every magnification, but familiar 
haunting intricacy pops up everywhere. 


on its border. 





Wilf Hey 


wilf|hey @futurenet.co.uk 


Wilf Hey has been grappling 
with programming for several 


decades now, and is always up for 


a game of naughts and crosses 





The Mandelbrot set involves 
so-called complex numbers 
that involve a ‘Real’ part and 
an ‘Imaginary’ part (using ‘i’, 
the square root of minus one). 
Digital computers can deal 
with Real numbers only, so a 
complex number like (4.03 + 
1.7i) is stored in a special way: 
as a pair of real numbers, 4.03 
and 1.7. In turn, this pair can 
serve as the coordinates of a 
point on a 2D graph; its axes 
(dimensions) being Real and 
Imaginary rather than x and y. 

Kept as two real numbers, 
complex numbers are actually 
pretty simple: you just have to 
cope with a negative (but Real) 
result when you multiply two 
Imaginary ordinates. For 
example (a + bi) and (c + di) 
multiply together to produce: 
(ac - bd) + (ad + be)i. 





The Mandelbrot Set is one specific ‘connected’ 
Julia set, the simple quadratic (involving a 
square in the formula). For each connected equation, 
there’s an unconnected counterpart, and fusing 
all counterparts together, we get another intricate 
display that’s varied and intricate at magnified points 
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Fractal Trees 


In a fractal image, the subunits don't have to be exact copies of the higher level 





Most deciduous trees have something 
of a fractal structure. An individual tree 
will have one wide trunk with two or 
three principal branches, somewhat less 


Consider a computer program that 
creates a fractal with three or four levels 
that takes on structure branches. At 
each level, one more branch per level 


shorter branches appear, and six at 
level three. Branches should be shorter 
on each level. 

Drawing branches at various angles 


An iterative routine need 
only draw a single line at a 


wide. Each branch in turn has several 
smaller branches, and those small 
branches have even more twigs coming 


off from each. 


The colours in the graph of the 
Mandelbrot set are used to 
indicate, at each point, how 
many iterations are needed 

to determine whether the 
associated equation orbits an 
attractor. The darker it is, the 
more likely it’s orbital. At every 
borderline location in the 
graph, at every magnification, 
you'll see a new, intricate 
world. Go to www-softlab.ece. 
ntua.gr/miscellaneous/ 
mandel/mandel.html to find 
an interactive microscope to 
make your own exploration 

of the Mandelbrot set. All 

over the Internet, you'll find 
what | think of as ‘postcards’ 
with views of the set at 
picturesque locations. 


Test your intuition and find the 
best path through a small 
maze of numbers, then match 
your performance against a 
computer program. 





Plotting near-midpoints of the 
sides of triangles gives the 
computer an opportunity to 
generate rough surfaces. 


starts at the top. It draws a simple line 
to represent the trunk. At the top, there 
are smaller branches going off in two 

directions. At level two, two similar but 


magnification shows a similar intricacy, which literally 
extends to individual molecules. 

The word ‘fractal’ was introduced to describe this 
phenomenon; the whole object is seen as being built up 
of smaller iterations, often miniature variations of the overall 
shape. The famous Mandelbrot Set should actually be a 
map made up of a single curved line. Normally, a line is 
one-dimensional, no matter how tortuous its curves. The 
Mandelbrot equation is different because its so compressed 
into some regions, that you can consider the shape it 
makes as two-dimensional — a solid surface. In a similar 
way, a very large piece of paper, normally considered a 2D 
surface, can have a 3D impact if it's folded very thick. The 
Mandelbrot line is folded back on itself and is so clumped 
together, it practically fills a 2D shape (the black cardoid so 
familiar in recent years). Calculating its single dimensional 
length is not too difficult, but definitely beyond our needs 
here. Suffice it to say that mathematicians have determined 
how much of the 2D cardoid shape Is filled in by the 
Mandelbrot line. For this reason, the line is said to have 
dimensionality more than one, but less than two. It's 
actually about 1.3, so it's said to be ‘fractal’; it occupies a 
fractional number of dimensions. 

Things are not quite so simple in the real world. 

Fleas may have their own fleas, as the saying goes, but 

its unlikely that those mini-fleas have tinier parasites 
themselves. Or if they do, the iteration stops somewhere 
rather than going on forever. It may be that the cragginess 
of a mountain disappears on the twentieth iteration, or 
maybe the fiftieth. No matter — we know that the Iterations 
will stop somewhere because, below the molecular level, 
things are very different. Cragginess no longer applies as an 


Fractal cliff faces 


isn't too difficult. In QBasic, you may 
find the ‘DRAW’ command useful; it 
enables you to change orientation just 
before you draw a line E 


precalculated degree at the 
end of the previous line. 


intelligent description. The cragginess factor Is visible after 
only a few Iterations, but it's tempting to think of it extending 
infinitely further, for as many iterations as you can manage. 

This brings us back to computer power and data storage. 
If we want to represent a texture to a surface, such as 
graininess, smoothness or slickness, we can apply it to a 
surface by breaking it up into smaller units of the same 
texture. The more Iterations of this we can do, the more 
precise the image, but when we get to pixel level, the extra 
precision is unnecessary. We can safely stop after a fairly 
small number of iterations, confident in the fact that we 
can't reproduce the desired texture with more work on the 
image. It also helps to limit the number of Iterations 
because the number of points that have to be kept in 
storage balloons with more and more levels. 

Real fractals only exist in the world of pure mathematics, 
but It'S practical to talk about images representing real life 
textures and surfaces as fractals, and perform simulations 
to fairly deep iterations. 

You must remember that even the most realistic fractal 
image is only an approximation, since we represent 
everything with discrete dots when printing, or pixels when 
displaying on the monitor. This is an inescapable fact with 
the digital technology we employ. But never mind — our 
own senses, eyes and touch in particular, are ‘digital 
equipment’ themselves. Even though a few iterations will 
enhance the realism of a picture, its overkill to perform 
more interations. And it wastes time and space to no 
particular advantage. 

Go to the SuperDisc for programs that conduct 
experiments in fractal generation. They provide clues and 
ideas you can incorporate into your own programs. PCP 


How can a computer simulate random features of landscape, such as a craggy cliff face? 


The task of creating representations of 
uneven surfaces is surprisingly simple. 
You can test this for yourself by using 


the resources on this month's SuperDisc. 


First, we create a program that creates a 
large equilateral triangle, about as big 
as can be accommodated on your 
computer screen. The next stage in the 
process is to determine the three points 
midway along each side of that triangle, 
and connect them to form an inverted 
equilateral triangle in the centre. You 
now have six points, and not two but 
FOUR smaller triangles inside the first. 
If you repeat this process, finding 
midpoints along the sides of triangles 
and connecting them, the next level 
adds nine more points, and there are 16 
small triangles (inside the four triangles 
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of the previous level). Do it again and 
there are 64 small triangles among the 
49 points. Since all the points are 
computed from the first trio, there's no 
need to store all the points. 

But let's add a minor complication. 
Instead of the midpoints of each side of 
any triangle, new points are randomly a 
little off-centre, the two coordinates 
‘wrong’ by no more than a certain small 
percentage. Now, at each level, we'll 
have to store the coordinates of each 
new point. Even if we use only single 
precision numbers, this is eight bytes 
for every point. Going down to only five 
levels, the routine will have to store 
more than 150 points. With all these 
points, you can produce a fractal image 
with just over a thousand slightly 


distorted triangles. Experiment to see 
how many levels you can conveniently 
handle within the memory limitations of 
your favourite programming language. 
Also experiment with the degree of 
distortion allowed when determining 
new points. The more distorted the 
triangles are, the more you'll find a 
‘crumpled’ look to the triangular area 

as a whole. 

The method at each level is simple, 
but depends on the stored results of the 
previous level. See if you can calculate 
how much memory is required to make 
one triangular area look crumpled to a 
certain level. When it's done on a large 
scale, as with an artificial landscape, 
this multi-level iteration method takes 
up a lot of data storage. E 


RANTS AND RAVES 





James Morris 


j@tzero.co.uk 


After over a decade in IT as a 
journalist, editor and consultant, 
James has found much to rant 
and rave about. 


version of Windows Server 2003, it's been calculating 
proteins for the Stanford University Folding@Home project 
(www.stanford.edu). After all, you shouldn't leave a pair of 
34GHz processors doing nothing. 

This server is a powerful piece of kit. It uses the latest 
Nocona Xeons and has assorted goodies like PCI Express 
and RAID hard disks. But it has a drawback. When its 
running under load, the fans are so noisy | can scarcely 
hear the pneumatic drill digging up the road outside. | wont 
tell you the brand of the server, because It’s not really the 
manufacturers fault. The fact is that Intels latest processors 
have taken a quantum leap in terms of the heat they 
produce. This isn't exactly a secret these days, but not so 
many realise just how big the quantum leap has been. 

The change occurred with the Prescott core, which is 
also basically what's inside the Nocona Xeon. Not only 
do Prescotts run around 15 per cent hotter than their 
predecessors running at the same clock, they also 
draw considerably more electrical power. This means the 


Discovering the Atom 

In my opinion, Atom Films (www.atomfilms. 
com) is a website that can never be mentioned 
too much. If you already know of this excellent 
URL, please accept my apologies (but pass it 
on to your friends). Atom is the best place on 
the Internet to watch innovative short movies. 
These go well beyond Adam and Joe bedsit 
epics — many have won prestigious 
international awards. There's also high 
definition content to feast your eyes on, so 
why not turn off the TV and watch something 
a little more original instead? 





Atom Films has been around for quite some 
time, yet still remains an undiscovered gem. 
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motherboard components they're attached to 
also get hotter. 


To give you an idea of what lm talking 
about, here are a few examples. Processor 
heat dissipation requirements are rated in 
terms of thermal power, measured in Watts. 
The fastest Pentium MMX, running at 
233MHz, had a 1/W maximum thermal 
power rating, though typically it ran at half 
that. A 450MHz Pentium II only pushed the 


“The Athlon 64 FX-55 operates at 2.6GHz and 
has a thermal power of 104W, yet it’s shown 
a clean pair of heels to the 3.8GHz Intel ...” 


maximum to 2/W, and the hottest Pentium 
Ills only 10W higher still. But the latest 3.8GHz 
Pentium 4s are rated for 115W thermal power. 
In other words, they run nearly seven times 
hotter than a 233MHz Pentium MMX. 

Some years ago, | opened my Pentium Ill 
system to upgrade the graphics card, only to 
find the processor fan had failed and had 
probably been inoperative for weeks or even 
months, yet Id hardly noticed any instability 
at all. Theres no way youd get away with 
that these days. But even though Intel is 
pushing the clocks onwards and upwards, 
AMD appears to have the upper hand in 
many benchmarks with a part running at 
more than 1GHz less. The Athlon 64 FX-55 
operates at 2.6GHz and has a thermal 
power of 104W, yet its shown a clean pair of 
heels to the 3.8GHz opposition from Intel, 
particularly in gaming benchmarks. 





ome like it HOT 


These days, the general consensus Is that Intel has lost the plot. 
In his first column for PC Plus, James Morris discovers the truth 


or a few months now, I've had a dual Xeon server 
sitting in my office. Aside from participating in the 


odd review, and acting as a test bed for the 64-bit 





Intel's latest Xeon800 chips are fast, particularly with 
multi-threaded apps. But they run very hot under load. 


It'S no wonder Intel has cancelled the 4GHz Pentium 4. 
Instead, its going to take a leaf out of AMD's book and use 
increased amounts of cache to improve performance (as it 
already does with the hideously expensive Pentium 4 
Extreme Edition). It's also hinted that it will be accelerating 
the progress towards dual-core desktop CPUs, with products 
on the roadmap for mobile as well as desktop users. 

As for the Xeon in my office, it isnt mine anyway, so | 
expect | wont have it to play with for much longer. Even 
though its a noisy beast, I'll definitely miss it when it goes. 
The 34GHz Xeon 800 Is a stormingly quick CPU given the 
right task. lts very popular to knock HyperThreading, but | 
think HT is Intels secret weapon. OK, you dont really get an 
entire extra processor for 
free, but for activities like 
the protein calculations | 
mentioned earlier, or 
properly multi-threaded 
applications like 3D 
renderers or video 
encoders, it still gives Xeons and Pentium 4s a distinct 
advantage over the AMD competition. With resolutely single- 
threaded applications, though, Intel has fallen behind. 

IF you dont look at Intel from a techno-geek perspective, 
the picture doesn't look so bleak. Intel may have 
miscalculated with its gigahertz madness, but its made 
a quick switch to model numbers to compensate. This will 
allow Intel to change the underlying technology to whatever 
it wants. Some argue that the Pentium M found in Centrino 
laptops will be brought to the desktop, but it could just 
as easily allow a surreptitious introduction of dual-core parts. 

Just as car buyers know a BMW 535 is bigger and better 
than a 318 without really knowing why, they'll also easily 
understand that a Pentium 4 560 is the power option 
compared to a Celeron D 330. Your average PC World 
customer couldnt give a monkeys what clock speed their 
processor is running at anyway. They just want to think 
they've bought the fastest they can afford. And Intel still has 
the biggest brand in the processor business by a mile. Quite 
often, perception is far more persuasive than reality, PCP 





DATABASE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 








D Developer Edition 2004 is a 
cross-platform database 
management system used to 


develop databases for the PC and the 
Mac. The Developer Edition now 
comprises nine tools, a count that 
includes the 4D database application, 
which acts as the basis for database 
development projects. Much of the 
functionality offered by these tools 
was present in the previous version, 
but the integration between them has 
been enhanced and there have been 
many other improvements. 

The 4D toolset offers a broad 
range of functionality. The 4D Compiler 
will translate a 4D application into 
machine code. This has the potential 
to make the application run much 
more rapidly; 4D (the company) 
quotes improvements of between 
three and 1,000 times faster. The 
compiler will also check code for 
inconsistencies in logic and syntax, 
and the resulting database can be 
turned into a standalone application 
that can be launched by double- 
clicking an icon. This makes the 
deployment of database applications 
much easier using 4D rather than 
Microsoft Access. 

AD Insider lets you manage the 
cross-referencing between objects in 
a database. It can indicate every 
instance of an object throughout the 
database, and can print methods, 
commands, variables, structures, lists 
and forms. You can also use it to 
facilitate the moving of tables, forms 
and menu bars between databases. 

4D Draw is a graphics plug-in for 
the creation of drawings such as 
technical illustrations or floor plans. It 
adds about 150 commands to 4D's 
procedural language. Charmingly, each 
is preceded by DR, so we have DR 
Zoom and DR Hide (but not DR Jekyll). 
For working with words rather than 
graphics, 4D Write is a word processor 
plug-in that lets you attach text 
documents to records in a database. 
It also has mail merging and report 
writing capabilities. When you have 
data that cries out for spreadsheet 
functionality — you want to perform 
analyses or make projections, for 
instance — 4D View offers just that. 
Rewritten and integrated for 2004, 4D 
Backup simplifies the all-important 
back-up process, including the making 
of log files and recovery of a database 
should the worst happen. On the 
communications front, 4D ODBC offers 
a path for importing and exporting 
data to any data source that makes 
use of ODBC drivers. 4D can, for 
example, access the data and 


4th Dimension Developer 





4D’s Explorer feature helps manage tables, forms, methods and commands. It also 
provides access to the form builder wizard, which is fairly self-explanatory. 





The structure of a 4D table is shown on 
the left and a default input form on the 
right. Don’t worry if it looks complicated. 


Structure of an SOL database. 4D OCI 
(Oracle Call Interface) enables 
communication with an Oracle Server. 
Again, the data and structure of Oracle 
databases can be accessed from 4D. 
Handling data as XML is central to 
many web deployments. Among the 
improvements is a substantial range 
of XML commands for creating and 
handling XML files. XML files can also 
be transformed into HTML, DOC, PDF 
XHTML, XML and WML files. Object 
libraries are now supported for 
keeping together groups of objects, 
properties and methods for ease of 
deployment. If you create customised 
interface objects, these can be saved 
and used again in another database. 
AD itself, despite embracing large 
non-threatening icons, doesn't live 
up to this first impression of user- 
friendliness. The interface is poorly 
designed in places and there are 
inconsistencies between the different 
components. It also has irritating 
glitches. For example, one of the 
buttons at the top of the default form 
for the sample Address Book database 
says ‘Quick repor’. Help is available 








SOFTWARE 


PRICE £582 (£495 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 4D UK Ltd 01625 53 6178 
INFO www4duk.com 


CPU 133MuHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 2000 or XP 


4D Developer Edition 2004 is a 
database management system 
that enables cross-platform 
development for PC and Mac. 
It's capable of producing 
compiled, standalone 
databases as well as web- 
based applications. Tools 
enhance the functionality; for 
example, 4D Write enables 
you to add documents to 

a database. However, the 
unusual interface and the 
uneven documentation means 
that getting started with the 
product can become something 
of a challenge. 


from the menu and 
HTML Documentation 
can be accessed from 
the 4D start menu. In 
addition, theres a 
good Quickstart 
booklet that will help 
the uninitiated. Further 
e-documentation 
exists as three 
references manuals 
(PDFs) and is also 
available on the web. 
Despite this apparent plethora of help, 
there's a gap between the Quickstart 
manual and the reference manuals 
into which novices could easily fall. 
The Form Editor has received attention 
too, with a new ‘magnetic alignment 
grid’ for accurate positioning of 
elements and a zoom facility for fine 
positioning, a new toolbar, as well as 
a new ‘Shield’ icon for accessing 
object properties. 

Many of the improvements 
in 4D are aimed at the 
developer, and theres little 
doubt that existing developers 
will benefit from upgrading to 
the new version. The 
improvements will also filter 
down into database 
applications and users, in turn, 
will benefit from applications that are 
easier to use. This means the entire 
base of existing 4D customers should 
experience benefits. 





4D’s form designer now 
includes new alignment 
and zoom tools. 


For those not already committed Gaon, Da 
to a particular DBMS, however, 4D's ATH DIMENSION 
idiosyncratic interface and patchy DEVELOPER EDITION 2004 


documentation may be something of 
a hurdle. Trying out the evaluation 
copy before buying (available from 
www.4D.com) would be worthwhile. 
Mark Whitehorn 
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ENTRY-LEVEL SERVER 








Ithough associated more 
with notebook and PC 
manufacturing, Acer is now 


working hard on building a solid line of 
small to medium business servers as 
well. We've already taken a look at the 
Altos 6510 SCSI based model (see PC 
Plus 224) and now it’s time to peer into 
Acers bargain basement at its low-cost 
entry-level servers. Under £600, the 
Altos G310 looks excellent value, but 
there have been some sacrifices made 
to achieve this low price point. 

Overall build quality is good, and 
physical security is provided due to the 
side panel that can be locked shut. 
Theres also an intrusion detection 
switch on the chassis, and the BIOS 
will add a time-stamped log entry 
whenever this is tripped. The internal 
layout is tidy, and cooling is handled 
well with separate fans for the chassis 
and processor. Storage options look 
good as the chassis offers a large bay 
with room for up to four hard disks, 
and the price includes a pair of 80GB 
Western Digital SATA/150 drives. RAID 
is on the menu, as the motherboard 
sports an embedded dual-channel 
Intel controller which supports RAID-O 
Stripes or RAID-1 mirrors. All initial RAID 
configuration is carried out from the 
controllers BIOS menu, but Acer also 
includes Intels Windows Application 
Accelerator tool, which provides a 
display on all physical and logical 
drives along with basic reporting tools. 
If the system is supplied with a single 
SAIA drive you can add another and 
use the migration utility, which creates 
a mirror of the original drive. 

A single 2.8GHz Pentium 4 module 
provides the processing horsepower, 
which should be enough to handle 
general small business file and print, 
email and Intranet services. Acer is still 
clearing out older stock, so this is the 
Intel Prestonia model and not the new 
Nocona EM64T version. Four DIMM 
Slots are provided, and the 512MB of 
memory can be upgraded to a 
maximum of 4GB. With an Intel Gigabit 
network adaptor also embedded all 
five expansion slots are free, but they 
are all 32-bit, 33MHz varieties. Audio 
connectors are always a giveaway that 
the system is really a PC in disguise, 
and were pleased to report these are 
not provided on the G310. Graphics are 
serviced by an AGP slot, but Acer hasnt 
gone overboard and has fitted a low- 
cost card with an SiS Xabre graphics 
chip and 32MB of video memory. 

At this end of the server market, 
its rare to see any kind of remote 
management facilities, but Acer scores 
very highly by bundling both its 


Acer Altos G310 








The connections are typical of a PC in 
disguise, which may explain the rather 
generous-looking price tag. 


EasyBUILD and Acer Server Manager 
(ASM) utilities. Supplied on a bootable 
CD-ROM, EasyBUILD provides initial 
installation help by loading a simple 
Linux-based GUI, which checks on 
installed components and guides you 
through installing an operating system 
(OS). It can make this a largely 
unattended affair as it checks the 
system, gathers all the user and OS 
details, loads all required drivers and 
then gets on with installing the OS. 
The management picture looks 
even brighter with ASM on the scene, 
as this provides full remote access over 
a network to the G310 and offers an 
impressive range of tools. After 
installing the agent component and 
SNMP (Simple Network Management 
Protocol) service on the server, you can 
load the ASM console on another 
system, run a network discovery to find 
the agent and add it to the console for 
swift remote access. The console is 
well designed and provides plenty of 


HARDWARE 


PRICE £704 (£599 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Acer 01753 69 9317 
INFO www.acer.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years on-site 


The locking side panel 
is demonstrative of a 
professionally put- 
together package. 


CPU 2.8GHz Intel Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB PC2100, 

unbuffered PC3200 

CORE LOGIC Intel E7210 

HDD 2x 80GB WD800 SATA/150 
HDD CONTROLLERS Inte! dual- 
channel SATA/150 RAID controller, 
dual ATA/100 

NETWORK Embedded Intel 
Gigabit Ethernet 

OTHER Acer EasyBUILD and Server 
Manager software bundled 


information about 

the G310, which includes all 
internal fan operations, 
processor and system 
temperatures plus voltages, 
while a Separate option for 
Storage provides plenty of 
detail about your hard disks. 
SNMP data extends to 
performance monitoring 
with plenty of graphs 
showing processor or 
memory utilization, hard 
disk activity and network port traffic 
Statistics. However, remote power 
controls are not available, as attempting 
to restart the OS or reset the server 
fails. Alerting features are provided and 
ASM runs a wizard to help select the 
components you want to monitor and 
whether an alert is to be 
sent by network 
message, email, audible 
alarm or by running 
another program. A 
separate Event Viewer 
utility also provides a 
complete rundown on all 
alerts plus access to a 
local log file. 

The closest 
competition to the G310 comes from 
NEC's Express5800/TM/00 (see PC Plus 
218) and our view is that Acer wins 
hands down, as the 6310 has far more 
server specific qualities. Remote 
management facilities are also 
impressive and the unbeatable low 
price makes the 6310 a very good 
choice as a first server for small 
business requirements. 

Dave Mitchell 





There are plenty of spare bays, 
both 3.5in and 5.25in, so 
expansion isn't an issue. 
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PRICE £819 (£697 ex VAT) 

DELIVERY £6 (£5 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Simply Computers 

0870 727 2110 

INFO www.acer.co.uk 

WARRANTY One year, return to base 


CPU 1.8GHz AMD Mobile Sempron 
3000+ 

RAM 512MB DDR333 

CORE LOGIC VIA K8M400 

HDD 60GB Hitachi (4,200rpm) 
DRIVES Lite-On 4x DVD+RW 
GRAPHICS Nvidia GeForce FX Go5200 
(64MB) 

SCREEN 154in WXGA (1,280x800) 
SOUND Integrated Intel AC'97 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 
Ethernet, 56K Modem 

PORTS 4x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
2x PCMCIA Type Il, Parallel, VGA-Out, 
S-Video, Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE Norton AntiVirus, 
CyberLink PowerDVD, Aspire Arcade 
DIMENSIONS 361x292x47mm 
WEIGHT 3.6Kg 
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MOBILE SEMPRON 3000+ LAPTOP PC 


Acer Aspire 1363WLMi 





o, AMD finally has a dedicated 
O mobile chip for us. Admittedly, 

its only a budget processor, 
and its basically just a desktop 
Sempron with half the level two cache 
and some power management 
features, but thats hardly an unusual 
tactic for producing a laptop CPU. The 
point is, this marks a new beginning for 
AMD in the mobile market. 

Unfortunately, the Aspire 1363WLMi 
isn't the most inspirational vehicle for a 
new start. The chassis design is one 
that we've seen before from Acer, and 
although it’s fairly pleasant, it can 
hardly be described as invigorating. It’s 
also very large and bulky. The whole 
point of the Mobile Sempron is to allow 
manufacturers to build ultra-portables 
around an AMD platform. Apparently, 
nobody told that to Acer. 

System performance bodes well for 
the future of the processor. Theres no 
noticeable lag when running basic 
applications or cycling through menus, 
and even more demanding programs, 
such as Photoshop, chug along quite 
happily as long as youre not doing 
anything over-complicated. A 
MobileMark2002 score of 161 is on a 
par with many machines based around 
1.5 or 1.6GHz Pentium Ms, and is far 
better than we would expect from a 
Celeron M-based model. 

The indications arent quite so 
promising for the power-saving features 
of the processor, though. A battery life 
of two hours 11 minutes is far from 
atrocious, but youd expect better from 
a machine running a low-power CPU. 
It would appear that AMD needs to do 
some more work on its PowerNow! 
technology before the launch of the 
Mobile Athlon 64 next year. 





AMD gets mobile 


The mobile Sempron is the first part of AMD's new mobile strategy. Russell James investigates 


Intel's launch of the Sonoma platform (page 10) may 
not have been as exciting as we had hoped, but it 
has nonetheless extended the American firm's 
dominance in the notebook market. It also served to 
heap more pressure onto AMD, whose progress in 
mobile computing is still more tortoise than hare. 

Apparently, though, the tortoise is about to speed 
up. According to sources within AMD, there are 
currently two groups working on differing mobile 
chips. One is concentrating on producing a version of 
the Athlon 64 that consumes a maximum of 25W of 
power, while the other is focusing on the 
development of an extremely low-power CPU for 
use in ultra-portables and fanless devices. 

Still, all this is still months off. In the meantime, 
AMD has kicked things off by releasing a mobile 
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Sempron processor. Designed to compete against 
Intel's Celeron M range, this will be available in 
3000+, 2800+ and 2600+ flavours. The 3000+ is the 
first to hit the streets, clocked at 1.8GHz with a 
power usage of 25W. The amount of Level 2 cache is 
half that found on the desktop Sempron, at 128Kb, 
which is where much of the power is saved. In 
addition, AMD's PowerNow! power management 
technology adjusts clock speed and voltage 
depending on demand. 

Like the Celeron M, the mobile Sempron will be 
used mainly in low-cost notebooks; AMD tells us 
that Packard Bell and Gericom already have 
machines. The idea is that most of the early releases 
will be thin and light, although the Acer 1363 is 
hardly evidence of that. 


BATTERY LIFE 
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Looking at this functional chassis, you'd never suspect that completely new technology 
lurks inside, but this is the first Mobile Sempron-equipped laptop. 


Of course, for a processor to 
perform to its full potential, it needs a 
Strong chipset to work in. VIAS K8M400 
is fair enough, but we suspect that 
AMD will be looking for something 
more from its partners in the coming 
months. Wed expect Nvidia to get 
involved if AMD delivers on its 
promises in the mobile arena. 

The competition is so strong at 
present that almost every laptop we 
see is Stacked up with top-notch 
components in every department. For 
that reason, parts such as a 60GB hard 
drive, a DVD+RW and an 802.11b/g Wi-Fi 
chip aren't as exciting as they would 
have been, say, six months ago. It's 
always nice, though, to see a discrete 
graphics offering, but the GeForce FX 


AMD has released a 
mobile Sempron to 

compete against 
Intel’s Celeron M. 


Go5200 is less than a powerhouse, 
using as it does a mere 64MB of RAM. 
In this system, it managed Just 1,290 in 
3DMark2003, and wouldnt run the 
more demanding 2005 version at all. 
The display that this GPU feeds is a 
little disappointing, too. The WXGA 
resolution is certainly precise enough 
for most applications, but theres not 
enough brightness in reserve for 
poorly-lit locations. 

Overall, this is a mediocre first 
outing for the Mobile Sempron. The 
price tag is a cheap one, but if you 
shop around, you'll find that you can 
buy a decent Centrino machine for the 
Same cost, and that's currently a far 
better option. 

Russell James 








1.7GHz PENTIUM M NOTEBOOK PC 


Asus M5863N 


here are few more familiar 
names in computing than 
Asus. If youre still running the 


motherboard supplied with your PC, 
the likelihood is that you're using Asus 
technology, as the Taiwanese 
company supplies about 60 per cent 
of system builders’ boards. Its also big 
in the graphics market; few 
manufacturers are quicker to market 
with the latest Ali and Nvidia chipsets. 

Asus is less well-known in the 
laptop arena. You may remember its 
highly desirable silver number, the 
W1000, but apart from this, we're 
Struggling to recall the last time it 
released a portable PC. However, it 
would appear as though this is about 
to change. Like many computing 
companies, Asus sees great potential 
in the laptop market, so its ploughing 
much of the sizeable revenue stream 
from its motherboard division into this 
sector. The M5Q00N series is the first 
result of this new focus. 

After the sleek and stylish looks of 
the W1000, this machine's exterior is 
slightly disappointing. Its all-black 
chassis is neat and tidy enough, and 
at 1.6Kg it’s one of the lightest laptops 
in existence, but it lacks the ‘wow’ 
factor of its stable-mate. The keyboard 
and touchpad are particularly cheap- 
looking and, unfortunately, this is one 
occasion where appearances aren't 
deceiving; they're just as tacky to the 
touch as they are to the eye. Spend 
too long typing on this beast and 
you'll have very sore fingers. 

With a price tag approaching 
£1,500, this is far from a budget laptop. 
You would hope that Asus has 
splashed some cash on the make-up 
and a scan through the components 
reveals that some spending has taken 
place. A DVD/RW drive, for example, 
may not be as remarkable as it would 
have been six months ago, but it's far 
from a given in such a small chassis. 
This model is a Panasonic multi-drive, 
meaning that it supports -RW, +RW 
and -RAM media. An 80GB hard drive 
is also more than healthy considering 
the limited dimensions. The HD Tach 
benchmark revealed that this Hitachi 
drive is an above-average performer; 
a 1/8ms random access time is 
impressive. 

The full Centrino triumvirate also 
makes its customary appearance, the 
855GME chipset joined by 802.11b/g 
Wi-Fi and a Pentium M procesor. The 
CPU, though, is a strange choice in an 
ultra-portable machine. While the 
1./GHz chip is extremely powerful for 
a mobile processor, it's also far more 
draining on the battery than the ultra- 
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HARDWARE 


PRICE £1,409 (£1,199 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £10 (£9 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Micro Anvika 

020 7467 6050 

INFO www.asus.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years, return 
to base 


CPU 1.7GHz Intel Pentium M 735 
RAM 512MB DDR333 

CORE LOGIC Inte! 855GME 

HDD 80GB Hitachi (4,200rpm) 
DRIVES 2x Panasonic Multi DVD/RW 
GRAPHICS Integrated Intel 855GME 
(64MB shared) 

SCREEN 12.1in XGA (1,024x768) 
SOUND Integrated Intel AC’97 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 
Ethernet, 56K Modem 

PORTS 3x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
PCMCIA Type Il, 3-in-1 card reader, 
VGA-Out, Headphones, Mic 
OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Pro 
OTHER SOFTWARE PC-cillin 2002, 
McAfee VirusScan, 

DIMENSIONS 275x235x30mm 
WEIGHT 1.6Kg 


The chassis is small and light and features a Centrino sticker, but is there anything here PCPlus 
$ : be hee MOBILEMARK 2002 
that we haven't seen before? To be honest, the answer to this question is ‘no’. 100 200 





We have to admit that Asus has done 
well to squeeze a Panasonic multi-drive 
into this tiny frame. 


low voltage Pentium M incarnations. 
This means that while the laptop is far 
more powerful than most similar-sized 
rivals, its battery life is undeniably 
poor. This trade-off is well represented 
by the MobileMark 2002 benchmark. 
A score of 191 is extraordinarily high for 
such a small form factor, even beating 
many beefy desktop replacement 
systems. However, this result was 
recorded alongside a lifespan of just 
one hour and 39 minutes. 

The problem is that the usage 
model for such a tiny laptop makes 
battery life far more important than 
processing power. Most people will 
simply want to use the M5863N for 
word processing and spreadsheet 
work on the train. For these tasks, you 
barely need a 1.1GHz CPU, let alone a 
1./GHz one. It’s of far more worth, 
therefore, if your machine will stay 
alive for long durations. Continuing the 
train theme, one hour 39 minutes will 
barely take you from London to 
Birmingham; its simply not good 


enough. Some of the 
M5863N's other 
components prevent 
you from making full 
use of the CPU's power. 
The display, for 
example, is a basic, 
12.lin XGA panel. 
Brightness and clarity 
are reasonable, but the 
likelihood of anybody 
doing any image- or 
video-editing on this 
machine is slim. You're also never 
going to play any games here. Quite 
apart from the display, theres no 
dedicated graphics card, so you're 
forced to rely on Intel's integrated 
855GME solution, which will handle a 
text adventure, but not much more. 
Over the past 12 
months, we've reviewed 
countless capable ultra- 
portable laptops 
based around Centrino 
technology. We're 
therefore no longer 
impressed by good 
processor performance 
or Wi-Fi compatibility. To 
be honest, were fairly 
bored of the 855GME chipset. The 
point is that a conscientious laptop 
manufacturer needs to offer more 
than the basic Intel specification to 
impress us. Asus has failed to do this, 
and its poor choice of processor 
means that the M5863N can't even be 
called average. At £1,400, this is far 
from a low-cost option, So we expect 
much more for our pennies. 
Russell James 
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A Logitech mouse is an unusual 
but handy extra, and will suit 
those that dislike the touchpad. 


ASUS M5863N 
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PROGRAMMING 


Succeeding with Open Source 


PRICE £22 ISBN 0-321-26853-9 AUTHOR Bernard Golden 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


Q his book was born out of the 
authors work with his system 
integration firm; implementing and 
configuring software applications 
and developing custom systems. 
Sceptical at first, he became 
amazed by the robust products that 
demonstrated more than adequate 
performance, and eventually 
addressed the problem of how to 
properly assess any open source 
project for its suitability within a 
business environment. This led to 
the development of the Open 
Source Maturity Model (OSMM), 
which assesses open source 
products for their maturity. Drawing 
on the experiences of these last few 
years ‘in the field’, Golden manages 
to convey his love for and belief in 
open source. Hanging heavily off the 
OSMM hook, you really need to get 
to grips with this, and it's advisable 
to visit www.navicasoft.com for 
OSMM evaluation templates and 
additional case study material. That 
sald, the book is packed with real- 
world examples that cover the 
fundamentals of open source, risk 


DEVELOPER 





management, locating and 
assessing technical support, training 
and documentation. The ‘fast track 
summary’ format gives it a solid 
business feel and enables you to 
quickly grasp the fundamentals of 
moving open source into the 
commercial environment. Read It, 
practise it and save pots of money, 
Sounds like a plan to us. 

Davey Winder 


Al for Game Developers 


PRICE £20 ISBN 0-596-00555-5 AUTHOR Bourg & Seemann 


SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


O ome say that Artificial 
Intelligence has been making 
an impact in the games industry 
since the days of Pac Man. Others 
maintain that collision detection and 
pathfinding alone don't make for 
good Al. However, Game Al is a 
reality and even a necessity in 
todays fast moving and increasingly 
mature games market. Al for Game 
Developers is marketed as an 
introductory text; the starting point 
for understanding and applying Al 
techniques into your games. 
Techniques such as finite state 
machines, fuzzy logic and neural 
networks are conveyed in the usual 
O'Reilly ‘matter of fact’ style, backed 
with copious code examples along 
the way (all in C/C++). While we 
have to applaud both authors 

for their efforts to focus on the 
algorithms and not the eye candy, 
we cant help but feel that it has 
been a leap of faith a little too wide 
to make in this one slim volume. 

At just 350 pages long, there are 
inevitably going to be gaps, but this 
is full of gaping caverns. This is no 


Creating Intelligent Bebavior in Games 


A 
IN Key Game Je 
DOGGIN 


O'REILLY Lai iia li 
beginners book. The concepts are 
such that the games developers 

we asked to look over it agreed that 
it went over their heads, despite 
their experience. And this is where 
the problems really lie: for your 
average game developer, the content 
is too complex, while your average 
Al enthusiast may find it all too 
simplistic and naive. 

Davey Winder 
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Breaking Through the BIOS Barrier 


PRICE £18 ISBN 0-13-145556-2 AUTHOR Adrian Wong 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


© asic Input/Output System; the 
interface between software 
and hardware that facilitates 
communication and interaction 
between the two. The BIOS is at 
the heart of your computer, but how 
often have you ever visited it? Mind 
you, once you've stabbed the [ESC] 
or [F2] key during boot-up and 
accessed the BIOS set-up utility, 
chances are you'll be none the 
wiser when It comes to making 
meaningful changes to improve 
system performance. It can 
optimise system memory, the 

CPU, USB ports, hard disk 
performance and system security. 
However, as Wong himself admits, 
given the information provided by 
the motherboard manufacturers, 
youd be hard pressed to extract 
anything useful from the cryptic 
explanations. In 1999 Wong decided 
to level the playing field and 
published his online BIOS guide 
(www.rojakpot.com/bog.aspx). 
The site, and this book, form a 
comprehensive guide to 250 BIOS 
options and settings. Youre shown 


SECURITY 
Privacy 
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Breaking Through 
* 


The Definitive oo | 
Optimization Guide for PCs 


» 


what every option does and the 
reasoning behind each setting. The 
subtitle of ‘The Definitive BIOS 
Optimization Guide’ is accurate; 
theres nothing better out there. So 
why buy the book? First of all, you 
get all the information in a bound, 
portable format; secondly, youre 
helping to support the ongoing 
development of the online guide. 
Davey Winder 


PRICE £27 ISBN 0-321-22409-4 AUTHOR J.C. Cannon 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


O ubtitled ‘What Developers 
and IT Professionals Should 
Know’, this is a comprehensive 
book aimed more at the IT manager 
and developer than the ‘go it alone’ 


programmer or end-user. It’s 
interested in the subject matter 


from the perspective of the planning, 


implementation, management or 
coding of a privacy campaign within 
the workplace. The author is a 
‘privacy strategist’ at the Microsoft 
Corporate Privacy Group and 
specialises in implementing 
application technologies that 
“maximise consumer control over 
privacy and enable developers to 
create privacy aware applications.” 
Forgive them the jargon-speak. 
This is the meat and potatoes of 
your business; youre responsible for 
your customers’ private data, period. 
Betraying this trust through 
ignorance, bad coding or for profit 
will not only lose you a customer, it 
could cost you your business. 
Although the inevitable North 
American bias interferes with the 
legal perspectives, the rest of the 





book is geographically neutral. 
Examples of privacy policies, privacy 
invasive technologies, and a 
complete sample application to 
demonstrate developing a privacy 
aware product, are excellent 
educational devices. This is an 
essential read for anyone needing 
guidance through the biggest 
minefield developers face today. 
Davey Winder 
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PRICE £345 (£294 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwweexpansys.com 
0161 868 0868 

INFO www.dell.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 624MHz Intel PXA270 

RAM 64MB RAM (91MB flash disk) 
DISPLAY 3.7in 65K colour LCD 
640x480) 

CONNECTIVITY IR, SDIO & Type II CF 
expansion slots, Bluetooth, 802.11b, 
USB (docking connector) 

OS Windows Mobile 2003 SE 
DIMENSIONS 119x73x19mm 
WEIGHT 1/59 


— 





Value 00000000 
0090000000 
009000000 


Features 


Performance 


PRICE £360 (£306 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.expansys.com 
0161 868 0868 

INFO www.asustek.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 520MHz Intel PXA270 

RAM 64MB RAM (45MB user- 
accessible, 20MB flash disk) 
DISPLAY 3.7in 65K colour LCD 
640x480) 

CONNECTIVITY IR, SDIO & Type II 
CF expansion slots, Bluetooth, USB 
(docking connector) 

OS Windows Mobile 2003 SE 


— 


Performance @©00000 








HARDWARE 


POCKET PC 


| DAL j 









O ince it shook up the Pocket PC 
market with the original Axim 

X5, Dell has consistently produced 

well specced and attractively priced 
handhelds. Its powerful Axim X30 is still 
an enticing budget buy, thanks to the 
presence of Bluetooth and 802.11b and 
a price tag of only £220. The latest X50 
Axims improve upon both the X30's 
specification and its design. 

The X50v is the top-of-the line 
model, fitted with a PXA2/0 processor 
that runs at 624MHz. Three versions of 
the X50 are available in all, the other 


POCKET PC 





xim X50v 


You'll struggle to find a 
more fully-featured PDA 
than the X50v; the display 
is particularly impressive. 


two hosting 520MHz and 
416MHz PXA270 chips 
respectively. On the 
outside, the X50v is sleeker 
and classier than its 
predecessor, with an 
integrated wireless 
antenna (this model 
features both 802.11b and 
Bluetooth) and small silver 
navigation and control 
buttons. Dell has dumped the X305 
jog dial and changed the docking 
connector; but the X50v retains a 
removable battery, and Dell has added 
a Type Il CF slot alongside the SDIO/ 
MMC interface on its top edge. This 
Pocket PC Is surprisingly flexible. 
Compared to the older X30, the X50 
also has a bigger LCD (measuring 3.7in) 
with a 480x640 VGA resolution. At only 
64MB, the main memory allocation 
seems a little low, especially as this 
needs to be split between storage and 
program memory. But the X50v also 


A claimed battery life of nine 


Asus MyPal A730 





s neatly designed as this new 

PDA from Asus is, its hard to get 
truly excited about it. There are some 
highlights, of course, notably the fast 
520MHz PXA2/0 processor and the 
640x480 pixel, VGA resolution display. 
But that's your lot. The memory totals a 
disappointing 64MB, split into 45MB of 
main system RAM and a 19MB flash 
disk. Theres no integrated Wi-Fi either. 
Bluetooth provides some wireless 
compensation, but to be honest you 
would get more use out of an 802.11 
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hours is ambitious, a £360 
price tag even more so, 
considering the feature list. 


module. No Wi-Fi, no VolP.. 
Considering that the PDA 
market is on shaky ground 
as it is, selling a handheld 
without Wi-Fi seems like a 
backwards step. If Asus is 
expecting you to stump up 
£360, you should expect 
the full range of technical 
goodies. Dells older Axim 
X30, for example, combines 
both Bluetooth and Wi-Fi for around 
£100 less. Admittedly, it can’t match the 
quality and clarity of the A/30's VGA 
LCD, nor the speediness of its processor. 
But from where were sitting, the X30 
still looks like a better all-round deal. 
Yes, so the presence of an SDIO slot, 
alongside a companion CF interface, 
means you can add a Wi-Fi card. But 
this will push the overall price up 
towards the £400 mark. 

Why so expensive? Less a true-blue 
business handheld, the A/30 is aimed 


features a 91MB flash disk, bumping up 
the total capacity to nearer 120MB. The 
Asus A/30 looks poor in comparison; 
poorer still when you consider that the 
X50 boasts an Intel 2/00G multimedia 
accelerator with 16MB of video memory 
for enhanced video playback. 
Supplied with a bundle of trial 
software — including the 3D game 
Enigmo, HandyZIP McAfee Anti Virus, 
and the ClearVue Suite — Dell has 
crammed so much power and 
functionality into its flagship model, 
you would expect it to sell for £500 
rather than £350. It's a stunning bit of 
engineering, although the battery life 
rarely stretches beyond 3.5 hours, an 
hour less when wireless is active. The 
main culprit here is undoubtedly the 
VGA screen, as the battery life hits 
nearly seven hours for WMA playback 
(in the new Windows Media Player 10 
application) with the LCD turned off. 
Dell supplies a carry case, software 
CD and a docking cradle with the 
X50v, and usefully it also comes with 
a power adaptor so you can charge 
it without the cradle. Ultimately, it's a 
stylish and powerful handheld that will 
make iPAQ owners green with envy. 
Dean Evans 


at a more mainstream multimedia 
market. But whether this market is a 
goldmine waiting to be exploited is 
questionable. Regardless, the A7305 
talents are focused around a 1.3 
megapixel digital camera, complete 
with flash and a 4x digital zoom. Slow 
to operate, especially in the 2x and 4x 
zoomed modes, the camera is capable 
of both still image and video capture. 
Switching between software options 

is sluggish, but photos can be snapped 
in resolutions up to 1,280x960, while 
3GP or AVI mini-movies can be shot 

in a maximum size of 352x288 pixels. 
The size of captured video footage 
depends on the amount of free 
memory available. 

Ultimately, the A730 doesn't cut it as 
an all-round PDA. Asus rates the battery 
life at around nine hours, but if you do 
anything useful with it — watch a 
video, view pictures, listen to music — 
then it's less than half that amount. 
The improved speed and VGA screen 
indicate where the PDA market is 
moving, but it will be connected 
handhelds that linger on store shelves, 
not disconnected models like this one. 
Dean Evans 





WORKGROUP SERVER 





maller businesses may not be 
O swayed by support for 32/64- 

bit processing with Intels new 
EM64T processors, but the reduced 
unit costs to resellers has resulted in 
vendors offering some well-specified 
systems at tempting prices. Dells new 
PowerEdge 1800 is a prime example, as 
this solid workgroup server comes with 
a pair of Intels latest processors and no 
less than 2GB of DDR2 memory and yet 
costs little more than an entry-level 
server would have done six months 
ago. The main reason for this is that 
Dells promotional deal offers this 
system with a free second processor. 

Representing the entry point of 
Dells dual processor server platforms, 
the 1800 can be used as a free- 
standing unit or easily converted to 
rack mount. It gives IBM a good run in 
the build quality stakes, as the chassis 
is extremely solid and features plenty 
of physical security. Storage options are 
impressive, as the front panel has a 
large cage with room for six hard disks, 
and the price of the review sample 
includes a brace of 36GB Ultra320 
Seagate drives mounted in hot-swap 
carriers. The spare 5.25in bay above has 
been put to good use, as Dell includes 
a DAT/2 back-up tape drive as well. 
Admittedly, this isn't our favourite back- 
up device; as at 3MB/sec the drive is 
no faster than its predecessor, the 
aging DDS-4, but it does offer a useful 
36GB of native storage capacity. 

The 1800 presents a very tidy 
interior with plenty of room for 
expansion. The 3GHz Xeon processors 
come with the faster IMB of L2 cache 
and the extra heat this generates is 
handled by two passive heatsinks. 
Behind these modules is a large plastic 
duct with an integral cooling fan that 
vents directly out of the rear panel. A 
second large fan is located underneath 
the drive bay and looks after general 
chassis cooling. Even though Dell 
classes this as an entry-level server, 
the motherboard is still equipped with 
Intel's E7520 chipset. This is the 
Lindenhurst variety, which supports 
three configurable 8X PCI-Express 








A DAT72 tape drive is excellent back-up 
to the strong hard drive provision. 


Dell PowerEdge 1800 


HARDWARE 


PRICE £1,962 (£1,670 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Dell 0870 152 4699 
INFO www.dell.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, on-site 





CPU 2x 3GHz Intel Xeon EM64T 
RAM 2GB PC2-3200 DDR2 SDRAM 
CORE LOGIC Inte! E7520 

HDD 2x 36GB Seagate 

Cheetah Ultra320 

HDD CONTROLLERS |S! Logic 1020 
Ultra320, 2x SATA/150, 2x ATA/100 
NETWORK Embedded Intel 

Gigabit Ethernet 

OTHER Adaptec 39160 PCI card, DAT72 
SCSI tape drive, Dell OpenManage 
software suite included 


Rarely have we seen any kind of server that provides better value for money than this 
Dell machine. As long as the offer of a free second processor lasts, this is a superb buy. 


interfaces plus two PCI-X segments, 
and targets high performance 
networking applications such as 
10-Gigabit Ethernet. The E7320 
Lindenhurst-VS variant has a reduced 
feature set with a single configurable 
8X PCI-Express interface. 

The drive cage backplane is looked 
after by an embedded LSI Logic single- 
channel Ultra320 chipset, while the 
network connection is managed by an 
Intel Gigabit Ethernet adaptor chipset. A 
simple Adaptec Ultral60 SCSI card looks 
after the tape drive, but this still leaves 
plenty of expansion options. Along with 
a 32-bit PCI slot and a pair of free 64-bit 
PCI-X slots, you also get 8X and 4X PCI- 
Express slots. You'll need to implement 
RAID if you want to use the drive cages 
hot-swap capabilities, and Dells 
optional PERC4 PCI card adds around 
£250 to the asking price and supports 
plenty of array options. 

Larger sites that need good server 
management capabilities wont be 
disappointed with Dells OpenManage 
software suite. This comprises the 
Server Administrator and IT Assistant 
utilities. The installation routine can 
automatically install the components 
required for a managed server, or those 
that will make it a management server. 
IT Assistant aims to provide remote 
monitoring and management of any 
Dell server, workstation and notebook 
that has the relevant agent software 
installed and SNMP (Simple Network 
Management Protocol) services 
correctly configured. An auto-discovery 
routine scans the network, creates a list 
of all discovered systems and then 
polls them to make sure they're 


available. There are plenty of tools, 
including power controls, inventory 
and remote BIOS updates, and you can 
remotely monitor components and link 
problems with alerts. 


Administration 
Administrator provides 
web-based access to 
individual servers 
enabling you to 

gather data from the 
motherboard sensors 
and view status graphs 
of power, temperatures 
and voltages. 
Comprehensive 
alerting facilities use 
thresholds assigned to 
each value, and allow 
warnings to be linked 
to network broadcasts, sending emails 
and running an application. 

The new IPMI 1.5 compliant baseboard 
controller integrated on the board 
enables the server to be remotely 
accessed over the LAN or serial port, 
regardless of its condition. Dells 
command line shell is very limited, but 
it does extend full control over power 
settings and can send out warnings 
when errors are detected. 

The Dell PowerEdge 1800 is a very 
well-specified server and is highly 
suited to a wide range of business 
applications. Its build quality is 
extremely good, as are the 
management facilities it provides. The 
low price puts it well within the budget 
of small businesses looking either to 
upgrade or purchase their first server. 
Dave Mitchell 





Connectivity isn’t a problem, 
thanks to several USB 2.0 ports, 
and a mix of serial and parallel. 


ecPlus ratings 
DELL POWEREDGE 1800 


Value 00000000009 
Features 0090000000 
Performance @©0000000 
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PRICE Free with source code 
SUPPLIER troy.wolbrink@ccci.org 
INFO www.tntware.com 


CPU 100MHz or faster 
RAM 16MB minimum 
OS Windows 95 or later 


TntWare Delphi Unicode 
Controls is a set of components 
that enhance Delphi by 
enabling developers to write 
applications and utilities that 
are Unicode compatible. This 
enables the development of 
global applications that work 
on Windows 95, 98 or Me. 


TNTWARE DELPHI 
UNICODE CONTROLS 


Value N/A 
0000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 





PRICE £115 (£98 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER vbshop @aivosto.com 
INFO www.aivosto.com 


CPU 100MHz or faster 
RAM 16MB minimum 
OS Windows 98 or later 


Aivosto CodeSMART 2003 is 
a productivity enhancement 
designed for VS.NET 2003 
developers. Plugging into 
Microsoft's IDE, it adds an 
enhanced Code Explorer, code- 
building wizards, CodeRush- 
style keyboard shortcuts, 

a Code Snippet repository, 
code formatting capabilities, 
AutoSave and a whole lot 


AIVOSTO 
CODESMART 2003 


Value 009000000 
Features 00900000000 


Performance @©00000000 








OVERALL 





SOFTWARE 


DELPHI PROGRAMMING 





bject Inspector 


TntComboBoxt  TThatCombobo: * 


[| Japanese: AD AHA 


C] Thal: ausan 





O s good as Delphi is, it does have 
a number of shortcomings, one 


of being that Borland has never added 
Unicode support to the otherwise 
excellent Visual Component Library. 
When the company made the move to 
NET, one might reasonably have 
expected it to add Unicode support. 
Alas, no. Bizarrely, Delphi 2005 will now 
enable you to compile source code 
containing Unicode characters, but this 
is totally irrelevant from an end-user 
perspective. IntWare, a small husband 
and wife team, has created a free set 


VS.NET PROGRAMMING 





E e e e j j D p pl yl l 
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Q= of VS.NET add-ins and 
extras are available these days, 
helped in part by Microsofts decision 
to scrap the licensing fee previously 
required for access to the VSIP SDK. 
(VSIP provides all the low-level magic 
that's required for full IDE integration.) 
Some add-ins, such as RemObjects 
Chrome, add a new development 
language to the VS.NET mix, whereas 
others, like CodeRush from Developer 
Express, are productivity enhancers. 
Incidentally, its possible to run 
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CodeSMART 2003 





TntWare provides a 
simple way of adding 
true Unicode support 
to Delphi applications. 


of Delphi 
components called 
TntWare Delphi 
Unicode Controls. 
With these controls, 
you can add Unicode 
support to your 
applications. 
Interestingly, Troy and 
Tammy belong to a 
Christian missionary- 
based organisation, and these controls 
were developed as part of an 
application that enables missionaries to 
keep track of those who support them 
in various ways. 

The controls are compatible with 
Delphi 5, 6 and Z and support for Delphi 
2005 has recently been added. Once 
installed, you'll end up with no less 
than five new pages on the 
‘Component Palette’. These contain 
drop-in replacements for most of the 
Delphi components on the ‘Standard’, 
Additional’, ‘Win32’, ‘Data Controls’ and 


A great productivity 
booster for VS.NET 
2003, backed by 
superb online help. 


CodeSMART side-by- 
side with CodeRush. 
As the name 
suggests, it's for use 

with VS.NET 2003. 
Because of the 
restrictions that 
Microsoft has placed 
on VS.NET Express 
Edition, its unlikely 
that well see a 
version of CodeSMART for that, but 
Aivosto will produce a VS.NET 2005- 
compatible implementation once the 
new IDE ships. 

Once installed, fire up VS.NET and 
you'll see a new CodeSMART menu in 
the IDE. When you load an existing C# 
or VB.NET project, a host of new 
toolbars will also appear. You can 
customise these toolbars using the 
CodeSMART control panel. 

If anything, CodeSMART gives the 
impression of being more extensive 





Delphi Unicode Controls 


‘Dialogs’ pages. There are no extra 
properties to worry about; the key point 
is that all the string properties 
associated with each control are of 
type ‘WideString’ instead of ‘String’, and 
each control has been rewritten 
internally so as to be Unicode aware. 

On the negative side, theres no 
polished install program. You have to 
manually install the relevant design- 
time package into the IDE, though any 
seasoned Delphi developer should be 
able to do this without any trouble. In 
the same way, theres no online help, 
but you don't really need it. Each 
control behaves just like its ‘plain 
vanilla’ counterpart with the exception 
of being Unicode aware. If you run into 
trouble, the full source code of all the 
controls is included. 

An important aspect of the IntWare 
Delphi Unicode Controls is that they'll 
run on any 32-bit version of Windows 
all the way back to Windows 95. 
Unicode is only supported in the OS for 
Windows NT and derivatives (Windows 
2000, XP etc). In other words, you'll be 
able to run a program built with the 
TntWare controls in Windows 95, albeit 
without without Unicode functionality, 
Dave Jewell 


>it 
PEREORMANCE 
SAWARD 


than CodeRush, though without 
CodeRushs extensibility features. The 
‘Code Formatter’ can be configured 
independently for C* and VB.NET and 
has a huge range of options for when 
blank lines should be inserted. The 
Code Explorer window provides a tree- 
structured view of the current solution 
while also letting you drill down’ to 
individual procedures and methods. It's 
like a cross between the ‘Solution 
Explorer’ and ‘Class View’. The 
‘Workbench’ is an especially clever 
feature that works like a task-oriented 
scratchpad. Simply copy solution nodes 
from the ‘Code Explorer’ to the 
‘Workbench’ and you can then use 
them as bookmarks to jump between 
the different parts of a project you're 
currently working on. This works 
persistently; the nodes are still there 
next time you open that solution. This 
is a welcome feature. 

There are many other features than 
can be covered here but you can 
download a time-limited (14 day) trial 
version from the website and try it out 
for yourself. Warning: you'll find this 
product highly addictive. 

Dave Jewell 





SPEECH RECOGNITION 


Dragon NaturallySpeaking 8 


Employment Request Letter (Easier Reading: Business] 


Read the following paragraph. 


Voice recognition 
training takes 

minutes and produces 
remarkable results. 


I have five years of experience as a technical writer. In my 

previous position I developed online help for the company's 
ommercially available Internet access software, built and 

maintained an internal Web site, and wrote product 


pecifications and internal user's guides. I have extensive 
work experience with popular desktop publishing and online 
help development tools, as well as graduate-level course work 


in multimedia. 


Start PGES RRERREEERE Rees 


<- Redo | Skip -> | Finish | Cancel | 


Tih ith the arrival of usable Internet 
telephony, there has been greater 
acceptance for ‘talking’ to your PC. This 
could be the opportunity for speech 
recognition software to break free from 
the current niche markets it occupies. 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking Preferred 8 
deserves to be taken seriously, as it's 
capable of professional dictation right 
out of the box. The updated speech 
engine with expanded language 
models and improved acoustic training 
techniques meant that, after just 15 
minutes of training, we recorded an 
accuracy rate of 9/8 per cent in 
Microsoft Word (the previous version 
peaked at 96.9 per cent). After a 


SEARCH ENGINE 
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O earch engines are always 
problematic. You want people to 


be able to find your website and, most 
of the time, they'll get picked up after a 
while of their own accord. But getting 
correctly listed, fighting off competitors, 
optimising exactly what they say about 
you and staying at the top of the 
search listings are all among the 
darkest of Internet arts. 

Hello Engines simplifies the 
submission process. Mostly. While it 
has plenty of features, the most 








weekend of using it 
to dictate emails, 
write letters and 
control our Windows 
Finish software, the figure 
rose to 98.2 per cent. 
You cant expect to 
be able to match 
these rates if your dictation includes 
unusual surnames, trademarks or 
professional jargon without the use of 
custom dictionaries. We did like the 
training scripts written by children for 
children, as well as 
dull but necessary business 
correspondence scripts that can be 
accessed via the Accuracy Centre later. 
And there are numerous versions to 
choose from. If you need the network 
installation facilities, Support for 
cordless or array microphones, roaming 
profiles, or want to use complex 
macros, you'll need the professional 
version. However, for most users, we 
suspect this preferred version will be 


Acebit Hello Engines 5 Pro 


Don't tick every box 
you see — most of 
these engines won't 
be of any use to you. 


important is working 
down a long list of 
everything from 
Google to Boogel. 
For each site, you 
submit your name, 
address and other 
details that engines 
might need, then 
select the sites you 
want to submit to. 
Hello Engines provides next to no 
information about these. Youre told 
how important they are, whether you 
need to pay to be listed, and which 
language they use, but there are no 
warnings about things to watch out for. 
To test it out, we used this reviewer's 
own site: a journal/forum/anime 
egosite, putting in basic information 


and signing up with everything in sight. 


Cue an absolute torrent of confirmation 
emails and subscription warnings, and 
other junk mail, straight to the filter. 


SOFTWARE 





more than adequate. It includes a 
noise-cancelling Emkay microphone 
(www.emkayproducts.com) that will 
dictate into most Windows-based 
applications and control most menus 
and dialog boxes. You can control 

your mouse, format and edit your text 
by voice, and even use a hand-held 
digital recorder (or dictate directly 

into a Palm OS PDA and have 
NaturallySpeaking automatically 
transcribe this when you synchronise 
with your PC. Version 8 improves the 
vocabulary editor, making it easier to 
fine tune. Text and graphics commands 
can be used with dynamic variables to 
instantly define the variables in any 
boilerplate text, and new text 
formatting options enable you to 
specify how Dragon format dates, 
measurements and acronyms. The 
‘Nothing But Voice’ technology filters 
inadvertent sounds between words, 
and we dictated this entire review with 
just nine mistakes. In a noisy 
environment, or where confidentiality is 
important, speech input will never 
compete with a keyboard. If neither are 
relevant to you, then NaturallySpeaking 
8 is as good as it gets. 

Davey Winder 





It would be much better if you 
could at least get an icon to tell you 
when you should be checking the sites 
T&Cs before submitting your site, and 
preferably an explanation of why such 
big names as Ask Jeeves/ Teoma, 
AltaVista or Yahoo! aren't even listed. 
These are the important places to be, 
never mind ‘krstarica’ or ‘wotbox’. 

This has a major knock-on effect 
on Hello Engines’ other features. Yes, it 
enables you to create metatags, robot. 
txt files, and resubmit your sites on a 
regular basis, but you cant handle 
most of the engines that matter. Not 
doing too well on ‘Ugabula’? Who gives 
an ugabula? 

The submission process offers a 
handful of bonus features, such as 
checking for broken links, charting your 
sites progress over time and telling you 
how long it will take to download your 
main page, but these are extras to a 
main program that don't stand up 
particularly well against the current real 
face of the Internet. Youre probably 
better off buying a book on search 
engine optimisation, and paying the kid 
next door to type in the details. 
Richard Cobbett 
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PRICE £141 (£120 ex VAT). Upgrade 
from v6 or v7 for £82 (£70 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dyslexic.com 
INFO wwwscansoft.com 


CPU 500Mkz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 


ScanSoft’s most accurate 
speech recognition tool yet lets 
you use your voice to control 
your PC, start applications, 
browse the web, write emails 
and dictate documents using 
the noise-cancelling 
microphone provided. Its 
‘RealSpeak’ feature even reads 
your messages out loud with a 
British accent! 


DRAGON 
NATURALLYSPEAKING 


Performance @©0000000 








PRICE £104 (VAT N/A) 
SUPPLIER Acebit 
INFO www.hello-engines.com 


CPU 100MHz or faster 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Hello Engines is designed 
to improve your ranking on 
a vast number of online 
search engines. It also has 
a number of tools that 
enable you to track your 
site's progress over time. 


ACEBIT HELLO ENGINES 5 
PROFESSIONAL 
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PRICE £52 (£44 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Grey Matter 0870 366 5566 
INFO www.drive-backup.com 


CPU 66Mtz or faster 
RAM 128MB minimum 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Get your hard drive organised 
by splitting it into separate 
partitions without losing data. 
Then create an image copy of a 
partition (or your whole drive) 
without interrupting running 
applications, and back them 
up to another partition, drive, 
or CD/DVD. 


PARAGON DRIVE BACKUP 
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PERSONAL 6 
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PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Cotswold Computers 
www.cotswoldcomputers.net 
INFO www.cotswoldcomputers.net 


CPU 100MHZz or faster 
RAM 8MB minimum 
OS Windows 95 or later 


PC Tracker installs a piece of 
benevolent spyware and a 
metal tracking plate on your 
computer. The spyware can be 
used to track the PC as long as 
it has an Internet connection, 
and the company will help you 
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OXYGEN SECURITY 
PCTRACKER 
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SOFTWARE 


BACK-UP UTILITY 


Drive Backup Personal 6 “ 


The flexible Paragon 
Drive Backup can 
double as a basic 
partition manager. 








B) acking up your system is most 
peoples least favourite PC 


activity, and image back-up programs 
are the least popular way to do it. 
Although fine if you need to copy a 
complete hard drive, they otherwise 
take too long. So why should you be 
interested in Drive Backup 6? 

Well, its ease of use is a strong 
point. Paragon's ‘HotBackup’ 
technology enables you to create an 
image back-up of a particular drive or 
individual partition, even while 
Windows and other applications run 
in the background (on Windows 
NT/2000/XP anyway). The image can 
be copied to another hard drive on 


SECURITY 





Oxygen Security PCTracker 





the network, internal 
or external. The 
program also 
supports backing-up 
the image to CDs or 
DVDs, compressing 
the image and 
automatically 
Splitting it across discs. The first 
image copy may still take a while, but 
Paragons new ‘Incremental Back-up’ 
feature will improve performance later. 
You can now create subsequent 
images containing only the changes 
made to the last one, which should 
require much less disc space, but bear 
in mind that this only works with 
single Primary and Logical partitions. 
Better still, you don't have to 
restore the entire image if something 
goes wrong. A built-in Image Explorer 
lets you browse an image, and choose 
any files and folders youd like to 
recover. Theres even an option to 
create a bootable Recovery CD, to 


You can’t see when 








Q or many companies, the impact 
of a single laptop theft averages 


£46,400 (according to the FBI), with 
most of the loss coming from large 
organisations losing proprietary 
technology, or suffering from financial 
fraud. Computer theft is the second- 
most expensive data event for large 
corporations (after virus action, and 
a large part of the cost of that is 
expensive antivirus programs). 
However, for the individual, the 
expense comes more from the 
personal value of the data and the unit 
itself. The best way to avoid this loss is 
increased security: keeping the unit out 
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PCTracker’s working, 
otherwise it would be 
rather pointless. 


of sight or locked up. 
Most laptops are not 
recovered, and even 
the best security 
software can't help 
with pushing your 
way through the 
WHOIS directory, 
getting the ISPs that are hosting the 
offenders to tell you who they are, or 
motivating the local police. 

So were sceptical of the value of PC 
Tracker from the off. It consists of two 
elements: StopTrack (a metal plate you 
glue to your computer to deter theft) 
and Weblrack (a piece of friendly 
spyware that sends the current IP and 
your current system configuration to a 
central server). 

While putting a sticker on the case 
may put off some thieves, most will 
just take it anyway and remove the 
sticker. In addition, the use for desktop 
systems Is more limited; putting a 








restore a working image if Windows 
wont start. And the benefits don't stop 
there. Drive Backup can also partition 
your drive without loss of data 
(FAT16/32, NTFS and various Linux file 
systems are supported), and theres 
more partition functionality, too: 
format, mount, hide, undelete. 
Unfortunately, you don't get the fancy 
features of a real partition manager 
(theres no move or resize options), but 
its capable enough. 

However, not everything is perfect. 
The Drive Backup interface queues up 
your commands, only acting on them 
when you press Apply’, and won't 
remind you of what its going to do 
unless you specifically ask. And the 
‘Check File System Integrity’ option is 
relatively feeble, refusing to work on 
our PC on the grounds that ‘Volume C:\ 
is locked’, and unable to fix errors even 
if it could find any. 

These are relatively minor issues, 
though and, on balance, Drive Backup 
Personal 6 won us over. lts powerful 
and fast, and the combination of back- 
Up, partition and disaster recovery 
functions makes the program great 
value for money, 

Mike Williams 





marker on a computer that’s likely to be 
dismantled, and the parts cannibalised, 
seems redundant. This is why were not 
convinced by the Stop Track element. 
However, once you've installed 
Web lrack, you can log into the 
customer support website to see how 
its tracking the PC. It does this without 
noticeable Internet access, and gets 
through hardware and software 
firewalls. Irritatingly, though, it lists 
your most recent configuration and IP 
history.lt doesn't use a WHOIS search 
to determine your actual location. 
WebTrack is admirably difficult to 
detect. It seems to hide itself among 
your normal Windows files, and a quick 
scan of currently running processes 
and recently modified files produced 
no sign of it. Again, a thief is likely to 
delete your personal files, but is 
unlikely to install a new copy of 
Windows, so the software should 
remain on the hard drive. While we 
appreciate the programs efficacy, it only 
makes sense for laptop users at greater 
risk of theft. Even then, were not 
convinced, because it cant produce a 
definite result as to where someone Is. 
Dan Griliopoulos 





PRICE £16 (VAT n/a) 
SUPPLIER www.e-press.com 
INFO www.e-press.com 


CPU 200MHz or faster 

RAM 32MB minimum 

OS Windows 98 or later (some tools 
require Windows 2000 or later) 


No, this isn’t another venture 
by Stelios of Easyjet fame, but 
a highly affordable alternative 
to Microsoft's Office package. 
With a total of 35 different apps 
at a price of £16, there should 
be something to everybody's 
liking in here. 


SOFTWARE 


OFFICE SUITE 








hen anyone buys a new 
PC, one of the first items of 
software they want Is some 


form of word processor, a spreadsheet 
application and a contact manager/ 
calendar. The obvious solution is 
Microsoft Office, but the only reason 
that this is obvious is that Microsoft 
has created a kind of hegemony 
where beginners, and even some 
more advanced users, assume that 

its products must be superior simply 
because so many people use them. 
The fact is, though, that Office is 
hugely expensive. Although there are 
several versions, if you want all the 
major applications — Word, Excel, 
PowerPoint, Access, Publisher and 
Outlook — then you need to go for the 
Professional edition, which costs about 
£400. Unless youte made of money, 
youre better off looking elsewhere. 

One option is EasyOffice. Dont be 
put off by the low price; the Premium 
version has 35 different applications 
for a fraction of the price of Office. 
Included in this purchase is a word 
processing tool, two different 
spreadsheet applications, a contact 
manager and email client, antivirus 
software, a calculator, a presentation 
tool and even a compression utility. It 
all sounds like an excellent deal, but 
the million dollar question is: how 
well do they all work? 

If youre familiar with Microsoft's 
office applications, all the EasyOffice 
applications will look familiar. They 
have much the same 
layout, so, although you'll 
have to look around to 
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Save your text documents to PDF with consummate ease, and then email them out, 
all from within the one application. It could hardly be simpler. 


even need to have a 
full version of Adobe 
Acrobat, as it will 
enable you to email 
PDFs straight from 
the program. You 
can even choose 
the quality levels. 
EasySpreadsheet 
and EasyPresentation 
also support XLS 
and PPT formats. Not 
only can you open 
files that you've 
already created in 
these formats, you 
can also save into them so that other 








How many Office suites, that you know 
of, come with their own antivirus suites? 





find a few things, you 
soon feel at home. 


people, who perhaps have Microsoft 
Office, can open them. This all works 
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This one certainly does! 
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The spreadsheet tool, like most 
of the others, has a very familiar 
look to it. 


E-PRESS EASYOFFICE 


Value 00000000009 
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EasyOffice’s publisher 
obviously knows that 
many people have old 
versions of Office 
installed on their PCs, 
so it has built-in plenty 
of support for such 
eventualities. When you 
install the software, you can opt to let 
it merge with any Microsoft-geared 
settings you already use. This means 
that when you come to use EasyOffice, 
a lot of things are already set up for 
you. However, if youd rather do this 
manually, you can. 


Format support 

For any prospective Office-style 
application to be successful, it has to 
support the industry standard 
Microsoft file formats. Not surprisingly, 
EasyOffice does this and more. 
EasyWord has support for DOC and RIF 
and will also handle PDFs. You don't 
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seamlessly and you don't have to do 
any file conversion or install plug-ins. 

But its not all about the main 
players. With EasyOffice, you also get 
a vast number of other tools that you 
don't get with Microsoft Office. These, 
unlike a lot of other suites, are actually 
useful. The EasyZip tool supports more 
formats than the built-in Windows XP 
compression utility. [AR and Gzip are 
both included but, unfortunately, you 
don't get the RAR format. 

Another application that all 
PC users should use is antivirus. 
EasyOffice Premium includes a copy of 
ClamWin antivirus software. This isn't 
bad, as it regularly updates its virus 
database and can be scheduled to 
scan whenever you want it to. You 
should bear in mind, though, that it 
doesn't offer the fully-comprehensive 
protection of a McAfee or Symantec 
antivirus product. Another inclusion 
that you don't get with Microsoft 


Office is voice recognition software. 
This isn't everybody's cup of tea, but 
its a handy provision for those that 
use dictation. If you're prepared to 
spend some time getting it to work 
properly, it can be really useful. 
Again, it doesn’t cover as many bases 
as the best standalone programs, 
such as Dragon NaturallySpeaking 
(reviewed on page 59), but its a useful 
Starting point. 

When you consider how little 
EasyOffice Premium costs, you can't 
help but be amazed. It does 
everything you could expect from a 
suite of productivity tools. The only 
thing we really object to is the pencil 
character, but this is a small 
annoyance. Unless youte determined 
to spend £400 on the Professional 
edition of Microsoft Office, you won't 
go far wrong with EasyOffice. 

Henry Tucker 





PRICE £2 349 (£1,999 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, 
third year return to base 


CPU Inte! Pentium 4 570 (3.8GHz) 
RAM 1GB DDR2 533MHz 

CORE LOGIC Intel 925XE 

HDD 2x 250GB Maxtor SATA 

DRIVES Sony 16x Dual Layer DVD+RW, 
Sony DVD-ROM 16x 

GRAPHICS ATi Radeon X850 XT 
Platinum Edition 

SCREEN 20in Viewsonic (1,600x1,200) 
SOUND Integrated Intel HDA 
SPEAKERS 71 Creative Labs Inspire 
17700 

COMMS 56K Modem, Gigabit Ethernet 
PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire, Serial, 
Parallel, PS/2 Keyboard/Mouse, 2x 
DVI-I, S-Video, 5x Audio, 2x S/PDIF 
OTHER HARDWARE Memory 

card reader 

OS Windows XP Media Center 

Edition 2005 

OTHER SOFTWARE Pinnacle Instant 
CD/DVD, Studio 9SE, MS Works 8 
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The two fans above the CPU 
and graphics card glow a cool- 
blue when powered. 











HARDWARE 


3.8GHz PENTIUM 4 DESKTOP PC 





ain 
PEREORMANCE 
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The 20in LCD from 
Viewsonic produces 
a beautiful crisp 
image. It also 
boasts a handy 
USB 2.0 hub. 





he cancellation of the 4GHz 
Pentium 4 has placed the 
brand new 3.8GHz Pentium 4 


that you'll find in this machine firmly in 
the spotlight as Intels mainstream 
performance part. This, ladies and 
gentlemen, Is as fast as the current 
spin of the Pentium 4 is going to 
operate, at least on an SOOMHZ front 
side bus with 1MB of cache. As 
reflected in the price, Evesham has 
taken this pinnacle of processing power 
and built a powerhouse around it, 
managing to cram Alis brand new 
X850 XT Platinum Edition graphics card 
into the case at the same time. 
Computer cases don't normally 
warrant a mention beyond the ease of 
which they afford access to their cargo, 
and if they're particularly stylish or ugly 
then a passing comment might be 
made. The Decimator chassis is 
sufficiently different to warrant a little 
more detail, though, with its large 
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Evesham Decimator 


round display obviously intended to 
impress the budding system tweaker. 
Fan speeds and temperatures are 
displayed on a colour LCD screen, along 
with the date and time. Its usefulness 
is questionable, but it does add a 
certain unique charm. 

The LCD sits in the door of the 
Decimator, which hides the drive bays 
and power buttons. This door is heavy 
and feels rugged enough to withstand 
the inevitable knocks that will come its 
way as you access your drives. There 
are no front-mounted USB ports 
behind this door though; these are 
secreted in behind another flap on the 
top of the machine. As this machine is 
so heavy, it will probably sit under your 
desk, so having this flap on the top of 
the machine makes a lot of sense. 

Undo the two thumb screws on the 
back of the brushed aluminium case, 
and the mesh-windowed side panel 
Slides off easily to reveal the blue neon 
glow produced by the two side fans. 
These are clipped into place directly 
above the graphics card and processor 
to help keep these two components 
cool. Evesham has used large fans 
throughout, which should help keep 
the system noise down slightly, 
although its definitely not a quiet 
machine. This is a bit of a shame, as it 
undermines the inclusion of Windows 
XP Media Centre 2005 as the operating 
system; you really wouldn't want this 
whirring away in your living room. 

Swing the fans out of the way and 
you have full access to the machines 
interior. Theres plenty of room on offer 
here, thanks to the large case and 
Eveshams excellent cable routing and 
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component selection. The feature-rich 
and well-designed MSI motherboard at 
the heart of the machine is built 
around Intels 925XE chipset, which 
Supports processors running on a 
1066MHz FSB. This makes for an 
attractive upgrade path later on should 
you decide that the 3.8GHz Pentium 4 
isn't enough. The machine has 1GB of 
DDR2 535MHz memory as standard, 
split over two DIMMs to take advantage 
of the chipsets dual channel memory 
controller. This makes upgrading at a 
later date a straightforward affair. 

Evesham has installed a pair of 
250GB SATA drives from Maxtor in a 
RAID configuration, set up as one huge 
500GB partition. This should keep your 
Storage needs covered for the 
foreseeable future, and the 16MB 
buffers mean that data transfers are 
reassuringly smooth. 

Two of the five 5.25-inch drive bays 
are occupied by the pair of Sony DVD 
optical drives, leaving more than 
enough room for further expansion 
should you need it. Evesham hasn't 
included a floppy drive with some of its 
more recent machines, which is why 
its nice to see it reinstated here — RAID 
configurations still demand access to a 
floppy drive when it comes to installing 
Windows XP Admittedly, you'll probably 
use it infrequently, unlike the nifty 
smart card reader that sits above it. 
This accepts all of the major flash 
Standards around. 

Our initial bout of testing produced 
odd results. The extremely low SYSMark 









2004 score of 104 alerted us to the fact 
that there was something seriously 
awry with the machine. Upon further 
investigation, it transpired that the 
processor fan was not seated properly, 
with one corner of the fan not held in 
place. This isn't a criticism of Eveshams 
build quality, rather that there is a 
fundamental problem with Intel's 
coolers; they just dont clamp to the 
motherboard properly, and can easily 
work loose during transit. We've 
experienced problems with these 
coolers in testing, and have seen just 
how easily they can pop out just from 
thermal creep. Intel really needs to do 
something about this design. 

This affected the performance of 
the machine, as the processor throttled 
back to protect the chip from heat 
damage. This is obviously better than 
letting the chip be destroyed, but some 
indication that this is happening would 
be welcome. Bizarrely, the problem 


A front LCD indicates such details as the 
internal temperature, although it’s more 
showy than useful. 





ATi X850 XT PE 


wasnt picked up by the temperature 
monitor on the machines facia, 
although we did notice that the 
processor temperature was very high in 
the BIOS, which led us to the problem. 
You do have to question the validity of 
the front panel display because of this; 
it may look the part, but it's not as 
useful as you would hope. 

Once we had seated the fan 
properly, the results took on a far more 
appealing sheen. This is to be expected 
from such an impressive collection of 
hardware, but as we've seen in the 
past, things dont always pan out as 
well as expected. No worries for 
Evesham here, though. As this is the 
first time weve seen Alis new graphics 
card, we've covered the capabilities and 
performance in the boxout below, 
suffice to say here that the Evesham is 
fast, very fast. 

If youre interested in the more 
serious side of this powerhouse, the 
SYSMark 2004 score of 225 Is a sure 
sign that its prowess is not limited to 
gaming. The Internet Content Creation 
result of 252 is particularly impressive. 


HARDWARE 


The latest revision of SiSoftware Sandra 
gave the memory performance a 
reserved thumbs up, with a throughput 
of 4/00MB/s. We've seen faster 
memory performance, but this isn't too 
far behind. Nonetheless, the benefits of 
DDR? are still as elusive as ever. 

If there were a downside to this 
machine, it would be the name. 
Anyone that can afford to spend this 
much money on a new PC is unlikely 
to be impressed with the moniker, and 
this is exactly the sort of machine you'll 
want to boast about. References to 
Roman military punishments for mutiny 
aren't particularly poignant, unless you 
intend to play Rome: Total War. 

Factor in Evesham’ excellent 
warranty, and you've a PC that's an 
excellent show case for the latest 
hardware. Of course, it isn't cheap, but 
then cutting edge equipment never is. 
If you absolutely need a machine this 
powerful, this is a sure-fire winner. 
Alan Dexter 


ATi tweaks its graphics chip one more time to claim the performance crown from Nvidia 








Evesham has maintained the 
case’s sleek looks by hiding 
ports behind a tidy flap. 
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Although too tight a call for most of us to make, ATi 
must have thought that the GeForce 6800 Ultra from 
Nvidia was outperforming its X800 XT Platinum 
Edition. This is why it has released a slightly 
tweaked version of this card, in the form of the X850 
XT PE. The X800 XT PE ran at 520MHz with an 
accompanying memory clock of 575MHz; the new 
X850 XT PE ups that slightly to 540MHz core clock 
and 590MHz memory interface. 

The chip has over 160 million transistors, sixteen 
parallel pixel pipelines and six vertex shaders 
working in parallel. It has a 256-bit quad-channel 
interface to the 256MB of GDDR3 memory and, of 
course, uses the latest graphics bus technology, PCI 
Express x16. The only packaging difference between 
this card and its predecessor is that the X850 XT PE 
boasts dual DVI-I connectors, as well as an S-Video 
output that supports HDTV. 

Of course the X850 XT PE's reason for being is to 
outperform every other card out there, and judging 
by the results from our benchmarks, it manages to 
do this with ease. The 3DMark2003 score of 13,026 
hints that this benchmark could be nearing the end 
of its useful life in high performance machines, with 
frame rates across all the tests well above the 60fps 


threshold; in fact the first test managed a whopping 
315fps, but this is a DirectX 8 title. 

3DMark2005 is a lot more exacting than its 
predecessor, with much higher polygon counts, and 
far more complex effects. A result of 6,070 is easily 
the highest result we've seen from a single card, 
although the frame rate does drop down to 16fps in 
the nature test. There are no titles as complex as 
this currently available, though. The two titles that 
will define rendering engines for the next few years 
are now available, namely Half-Life 2 and Doom 3. 
At the standard testing resolution of 1,024x768, this 
machine managed scores of 81.6fps and 70.16fps 
respectively in these games’ benchmarks. Both of 
these scores are incredibly impressive and represent 
smooth experiences with maximum effects. 

Pump up the resolution to the monitor's standard 
setting of 1,600x1,200, and the frame rates drop a 
little, although they're still silky smooth. Doom 3 ran 
happily at 62.1 fps, although turning on 4x anti- 
aliasing at this resolution dropped the average 
down to 40.1fps. It’s a similar story in Half-Life 2, 
with hardly any noticeable difference in performance 
going up to the monitor's default resolution, 
producing a rate of 70.01fps. Turn on anti-aliasing 


and anisotropic filtering, and the frame rate does 
drop to just under 30fps, but then such extras make 
only a nominal difference to the image quality. 

Of course, if you want the best benchmark scores 
that money can buy, a pair of GeForce 6800 Ultras in 
an SLI configuration still has a sizeable edge. But, 
with results this good from a single card solution, its 
fairly obvious where the clever money is. E 


Benchmark figures 


Resolution 1,024x/68 


3DMark 2003 = 13,026 
3DMark 2005 = 6,070 
Doom 3 (HQ) = 81.6fps 
Half-Life 2 = 70.16fps 
Resolution 1,600x1,200 
3DMark 2003 = 8,677 
3DMark 2005 = 3,967 
Doom 3 = 62.1fps 
Half-Life 2 = 70.01 
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PRICE £353 (£299 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £10 (£9 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4215 

INFO www.hpstore.hp.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years parts and 
labour, one year on-site 


CPU 2.6GHz Intel Celeron 330 
RAM 256MB PC3200 

CORE LOGIC Intel 865GM 

HDD 40GB (7200rpm) 

DRIVES 48x HP CD-ROM 
GRAPHICS Intel Extreme 
SCREEN n/a 

SOUND Integrated Intel AC '97 
SPEAKERS Internal 

COMMS 10/100 LAN, 56K modem 
PORTS 6x USB 2.0, Parallel, VGA, 
3x Audio, Keyboard, Mouse 

OS Mandrake Linux 92 
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Mandrake comes with a 
complete range of office 
software, including the 
excellent OpenOffice. 





Value CKA AAAA AEO) 
000000 
Performance @0000000 


Features 











HARDWARE 


2.6GHz CELERON DESKTOP PC 








ffering a pre-installed Linux 
desktop, especially one aimed 
at the business market, may 


seem like a bold step for HP However, 
the belief that Linux can perform just 
as well as other OSes for most types of 
office work is no longer confined to 
radical open source fanatics. Even the 
Office of Government Commerce 
recently confessed that Linux would be 
suitable for office work. 

The other reason, as admitted by 
HP is that its an easy way to lower the 
cost of the hardware so that buyers 
can install whatever they like. This 
could be Linux, BSD, or even the use 
of existing licences they already have 
for Windows. 


In the box 

Of course, the idea of the business 
desktop is to save cash, but HP 

hasn't skimped on much. The case 
looks OK, even if its a little flimsy, and 
there are certainly some concessions 
to ease of use. Iwo of the USB ports 
are redirected to the front of the case, 
which also features twin drive bays. 
One is occupied with a forgettable 
generic CD drive, but its good enough 
for spreadsheet enthusiasts. 

The case features removable sides, 
and some extra pennies have been 
spent on supplying thumbscrews for 
the side that gets most action. Around 
the back, you'll find a generous cluster 
of six USB 2.0 ports, and the usual 
PS/2, audio and LAN connectors. 
Theres certainly nothing here in need 

of an immediate update. 

Inside, however, you 
can see where some of 
the costs have been cut. 
The motherboard itself is 
all well and good. This 
is an OEM unmarked 
board, but it bears a 
striking resemblance to 
the D865GRH offering 
from Intel. Equipped with 
the Intel 865 chipset, it 
boasts good all-round performance 
and a hatful of features. However, the 
drivers for the integrated Intel graphics 
device are not the best on Linux, and 
theres little room to upgrade. The AGP 
Slot has been sacrificed to save some 
costs, and though its possible to get 
PCl-based graphics cards, its unlikely 
that you would want to upgrade this 
to a gaming machine. 

The HP dx2000 currently ships 
with Mandrake 9.2. Theres nothing 
particularly wrong with this, as 
Mandrake has gained a deserved 
reputation of being easy to use if you 
can get it to work in the first place. So 
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HP dx2000 





At £299, the Celeron-based HP dx2000 offers a more than reasonable hardware 
specification for a rock-bottom price point, as long as you're not afraid of Linux. 


a pre-installed system Is a safe 
bet. However, this particular 
distro is a year old now, and 12 
months is a long time in the 
world of Linux. Thankfully, it's 
fairly easy process to upgrade 
to the recently released 
Mandrake 10.1, and all the 
onboard hardware works fine 
with either version. It should be 
possible to install any modern 
Linux distribution on this set-up 
without any worries. 


On the bench 

The CPU in the £299 machine is 

a Celeron running at 2.6GHz, which is 
more than enough for office duties. 
Obviously, its impossible to run the 
Standard Windows benchmarks on 
this system, as it doesn't include 
Windows! As a guide, though, it 
should come in around 110 on the 
SYSmark 2004 office benchmark. In 
Linux tests, it performed as well as, if 
not better than, systems based on 
Similar processors. 

In the standard configuration, 
though, the dx2000 isn't going to 
perform at its best. The hardware 
supports dual-channel memory, but 
as the unit ships by default with a 
single bank of 256MB DDR PC3200 
RAM, the benefit of this won't be felt 
without upgrading. The standard 40GB 
disk attached isn't particularly speedy, 
but youre not going to squeeze too 
much performance out of ATA anyway. 
While not exactly capacious for office 
installs, it will most probably be just 
enough for the jobs youre doing. 

The exact same hardware is 
also available with a Northwood P4, 
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For office desktops, it’s easy to lock a 
Linux system down so that users can 
only use what they're supposed to. 


with a subsequent boost in speed. 
The Northwood doesn't have 
HyperThreading, but it does have a 
512MB cache, which makes a 
difference in quite a few tasks. Overall, 
though, the difference in performance 
(measured with Linux benchmarks) 

is about 10 per cent. As the Pentium 
4-powered system currently costs £60 
more than the Celeron version, it 
would be difficult to justify on what is, 
after all, a system aimed at the low- 
end desktop market. Many people 
may prefer to save the cash and 
upgrade the optical drive, or add the 
extra memory that could make a big 
difference in performance. 

Speaking of which, the 
performance isnt spectacular, and 
there would be some difficulty 
in upgrading the system later, apart 
from storage and RAM. But if you're 
considering 500 or even 50 units, the 
pennies spared can make a difference. 
Mandrake is a good choice for the 
installed distribution, too. 

Nick Veitch 








PRICE £190 (£162 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4215 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


TYPE Compact Digital Camera 
EFFECTIVE PIXELS 4.1 million 
APERTURE 2 .6-f4.8/f8 
FOCAL RANGE 35-105mm 
ZOOM 3x 

STORAGE MEDIA SD card 
FILE FORMATS JPEG (EXIF2.2) 
DISPLAY 1.5in 

INTERFACE USB 2.0 

POWER Li-lon 





HP PHOTOSMART R507 


Value 000000000 
Features KALAA) 


Performance @©0000000 


OVERALL 





PRICE £294 (£250 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.peripheralcorner. 
co.uk 

INFO www.nhjapan.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CAPACITY 30GB HDD (4,200rpm) 
DISPLAY 3.5in colour LCD 

480x234 pixels) 

FORMATS SUPPORTED MPEG-4 
(ACDPM/MP3), MP3, WAV 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 

CONNECTIONS Type |! CF SD/MMC, 
Headphone, *AV-in/out, *S-Video, *RF 
input (“via supplied TV cradle), IR (IR 
remote control) 

DIMENSIONS 140x80x31mm 
WEIGHT 288¢ 


— 


NHJ MPM-201 
Value 009000000 
KAKAS) 


Features 


Performance @©00000 








HARDWARE 


DIGITAL CAMERA 








heres something not right about 

the build of this camera. It'S not 
just that the unusual metal front and 
rubberised plastic back is déclassé, and 
even if its not particularly attractive, it's 
at least hard wearing. It's not just that 
the buttons are all slightly larger than 
normal for easy access, although this 
might be a clue as to the problem. 

It's all in the size and shape of the 
camera. It’s lighter than the competition, 
and ever-so-slightly deeper, but 
narrower. With all its grooves for resting 
your fingers into, it should boast 


PORTABLE VIDEO PLAYER 








hile the idea of mobile video 

has yet to take the gadget world 
by storm, increasing numbers of 
manufacturers are launching combo 
music/video/photo players. The MPM- 
201 Personal Video Recorder from NH} 
offers a similar set of features to the 
acclaimed Archos AV400 PVR — DivX 
compatibility, JPEG slideshows and 
handy MP3 playback. And like the 
AV400, the MPM-201 can also encode 
video into DivX on the fly. Slot it into 
the docking cradle and you can dump 
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NH} MPM-201 


HP Photosmart R507 


The camera’s beauty 
really is in the eye of 
the beholder, as too 
are its ergonomics. 


something like 
perfect ergonomics, 
but it just doesnt. 
Instead, it feels like 
it was put together 
for someone with 
extremely small 
hands, and 
combined with that 
plastic back and the 
big buttons, the first 
impressions you get from the R50/ are 
that it's a bit, well, ‘my first camera’. 
This could be to HP's credit — after 
all, the company specialises in easy to 
use technology — but it does risk 
selling the camera short. There are 
features which seem out of place on a 
beginners camera. At this price, it's 
unusual not to be swamped with 
cheap, gimmicky mode functions. 
Instead, the R507 has just a 
conservative 10, but includes an 
advanced one-in aperture priority. 
The Pentax lens is admirably low on 


Video playback is 
basic at best and 
overall it’s not a patch 
on the Archos AV400. 


video content onto it 
from any NTSC/PAL 
source. This device 
doesn't kneel before 
a DRM overlord. 
Who is NHJ? 
Its a Japanese 
tech company that 
also produces a 
wristwatch TV and 
the unfortunately 
named ‘Che-ez!’ range of compact 
digital cameras. Its MPM-201 is based 
around a 30GB hard drive and draws its 
power from a small removable Li-lon 
battery cell. Its a chunky design, 
significantly thicker than the AV400, and 
far less stylish. 

The 3.5in LCD screen offers a basic 
resolution of 480x234 pixels, which is 
good enough for casual viewing, but 
lacking the sharpness that you hope 
for. A CF and an SD/MMC slot provide 
extra expansion options, while the USB 





distortion for a sub-£200 camera, and 
has an aperture range four times that 
of similarly priced compacts. The 
proprietary HP adaptive lighting system 
gives images a balanced tone without 
adding vast amounts of grain in the 
dark; its clever, yet frustratingly simple. 
Every part of the camera shouts out 
the design ethos, right down to HPs 
unique Help system and Photo Advisor, 
which hand hold the novice through 
basic techniques and suggest ways to 
improve shots. And yet every aspect 
lives up to the expectations and desires 
of an enthusiast. Theres only one flaw 
with the technical side, and thats the 
pathetic LCD screen. It's utterly rubbish. 
But we return to our original point. 
Theres something just not right about 
this camera, and its almost a relief to a 
reviewer who has spent thousands of 
pounds on high end kit over the last 
few years that those odd dimensions 
gave him RSI-like twinges in minutes. 
If your hands are smaller, though, 
or your fingers more flexible, then this 
is a camera that almost seems like it's 
got the wrong price tag. Iry it out, and 
if it fits your mitt, get one before HP 
changes its mind. 
Adam Oxford 


20 connection enables you to connect 
it to a PC or Mac, so it can moonlight 
as an external hard drive. 

Priced at around £300, the MPM-201 
seems too good to be true. So it 
should come as no surprise that the 
more you play with it, the more faults 
you can find. Video playback is basic at 
best, and the FF and REW functionality 
is imprecise and frustratingly slow. 
Theres also no bookmark or ‘resume’ 
function — a serious oversight — and 
playback is limited to pure ACDPM- 
or MP3-fused Divx. It couldn't cope with 
XviD, WMV or MPEG-1 files. The 
‘My picture’ mode is also half-hearted. 
Only JPEGs are supported, although the 
MPM-201's software does feature zoom 
and slideshow options. The MPM-201's 
music support isnt much better, 
restricted to MP3-only playback and 
criminally short of a playlist function. 

The MPM-201 does feature a flimsy 
plastic stand, enabling you to prop it up 
on a table for hands-free viewing. The 
battery life hits three hours for video 
and double this for music, but despite 
the low price and its all-round abilities, 
itS not a patch on the Archos AV400. 
Dean Evans 





SMARTPHONE 





f the i-mate JAM featured 

integrated Wi-Fi, wed be praising 
it as the ultimate Smartphone. 
Weighing in at only 160g, this new tri- 
band GSM/GPRS-equipped Pocket PC is 
two-thirds the size of a typical PDA and 
is a joy to use. With only a single mini- 
USB connection on the bottom edge — 
used for both charging and PC docking 
— its a compact and versatile 
handheld. Not even the lack of 802.11b 
is a problem, as the SDIO/MMC 
expansion slot can accommodate a 
third party wireless card. 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


Y) ou're at work and you've left the 
all important presentation on 
your home PC. Don't despair! This box 
enables you to fetch your presentation, 
without leaving your seat. Its a VPN 
server solution thats designed to be 
Simple to use; no Linux servers, no 
fuss. Accessing the VPN is easy; the 
router supports the free service from 
www.dyndns.org, enabling you to 
create a permanent address for a 
dynamic IP You can view the different 
machines attached to your home 





i-mate JAM 


PRES 
PERRORMANCE 
wAWARD= 


If only i-mate had 
managed to squeeze 
Wi-Fi into that smart 
silver casing. 





Admittedly, the 
new i-mate JAM 
doesn't seem to have 
the specification to 
make much of an 
impact. It's limited to 
only 64MB of RAM 
and only half of this 
is available for user 
storage. Modern 
Pocket PCs tend to 
supplement this shared memory with 
non-volatile flash disks. The Dell Axim, 
for example, adds 91MB of extra space 
this way, but the JAM only provides an 
additional 8MB of RAM. So, should you 
add a Wi-Fi card, you won't be able to 
bulk up the storage capacity. 

But the JAM small size and extra 
functionality are ample compensation. 
The 2.8in colour LCD retains a decent 
240x320 resolution, and the screen can 
be flipped between portrait and 
landscape modes at the touch of an 
on-screen shortcut. Running the 


Buffalo WZR-RS-G54 


Buffalo has dumped 
the popular white 
finish in favour of a 
nice metallic grey. 


network and their 
various shared 
folders. Using 
industry-proven VPN 
technology, the file 
sharing Client/Server 
Software enables 
you to securely 
connect to your 
network and access 
any PC or printer 
using PPTP (Point-to-Point Tunnelling 
Protocol). The Dynamic DNS feature, 
meanwhile, ensures that you're always 
able to access your network; Dynamic 
DNS servers are kept aware of any 
changes. VPN set-up isnt completely 
Straightforward. This is a product with a 
clear benefit for a small business or 
roaming businessperson who 
occasionally needs to dial up to their 
machine at home. With this user base 
in mind, we do have some reservations 
over the instructions, which are 


HARDWARE 


Windows Mobile 2003 SE software, 
the JAM comes packed with all the 
software you expect on a Pocket PC: 
Pocket Word and Excel, Windows Media 
Player 10 and MSN Messenger. It also 
boasts a 1.3 megapixel camera, which 
can take still photos (BMPs or JPEGs) in 
resolutions up to 1,280x960 and video 
(MPEG-4 or Motion-|PEG AVI) in 320x240. 

While the setting of up of the GPRS 
connection is fiddly if you've bought 
the phone without a contract, the JAM 
has the potential to be a powerful all- 
rounder. Like most connected Pocket 
PCs, it also features a voice recorder 
mode, a speakerphone option and 
Bluetooth for short-range networking. 
Its brushed silver good looks only add 
to the allure, and a battery life that can 
give you in excess of five hours of 
intensive Pocket PC use, and a day and 
a half of standby time/three hours talk, 
is more than adequate. 

The i-mate JAM takes the concept 
of the O2 XDA Il and squashes it down 
into a more pocketable and desirable 
form factor. Faced with a choice 
between this and our current favourite, 
the Sony Ericsson P910i, theres a good 
chance wed go for the JAM. 

Dean Evans 


underwhelming to say the least. Even 
for such an advanced piece of kit, user 
knowledge is assumed too often. 

As well as being compatible with 
the usual 802.11b and 802.119 wireless 
standards, this unit works with Buffalos 
125Mbps wireless kit. It also features 
support for Buffalos AOSS (AirStation 
One-Touch Secure System) wireless 
security. This is actually rather clever. It 
automatically detects other AOSS- 
enabled wireless devices and sets up 
security at the highest level. 

Security-wise, the WZR-RS-G54 is 
the golden child, with WPA and WEP 
NAT support and an SPI firewall and 
DHCP server. Other clever features 
include Wake-on-LAN, enabling you to 
log on to your VPN and wake up 
machines on your network. 

The WZR-RS-G54 is a clever box 
for anybody who works at home and 
needs to access their equipment. It 
could also prove essential for 
businesses where people are 
constantly away from the office. Theres 
no ADSL access, so you'll either need to 
have cable, purchase an Ethernet 
modem or plug it into the back of a PC. 
Dan Grabham 





PRICE £400 (£340 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.expansys.com 
0161 868 0868 

INFO www.i-mate.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 416MHz Intel PXA272 

MEMORY 64MB RAM, 8MB flash disk 
DISPLAY 2.8in 65K colour LCD 
240x320) 

CONNECTIVITY IR, SDIO, Bluetooth, 
USB (docking connector) 

OS Windows Mobile 2003 SE 
DIMENSIONS 108x58x18mm 
WEIGHT 160¢ 


— 





I-MATE JAM 
Value 00000000 
Features 0090000000 


Performance @©00000000 


OVERALL 








PRICE £150 (£128 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER tbc 

INFO www.buffalotech.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


TYPE VPN router and wireless access 
point 

COMPATIBILITY 802.11b, 802 11g, 
Broadcom 125Mbps 

FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 

OPERATING CHANNELS 13 
RANGES 100m 

SECURITY WPA, WEP MAC address 
filtering, NAT and SPI Firewall 
CONNECTIVITY 4x 10/100Mbps 
RJ-45 Ethernet ports, WAN/LAN RJ-45 
Ethernet Port 


BUFFALO AIRSTATION 
WZR-RS-G54 
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Features 
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OVERALL 
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WIRELESS NETWORKING 








O router with a USB port: it may not 
seem like a difficult premise. You 
plug in a USB HDD or a Flash drive, 
which you can then share between 
machines connected to the network. 
Its a shame that the reality is rather 
more problematic. 

Netgear has shrunk the size of 
many of its routers recently, although 
the WGT634U retains the rapidly-dating 
grey oval shape; many of the 
companys newer products are 
encased in Apple-like white plastic. 
Mind you, it would be nice if hardware 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


Netgear WGT634U 





A media router sounds fancy, 
but this device does little more 
than many rival products, and 
costs a lot more. 


manufacturers stopped 
utilising white quite so 
much. The router is based 
on Atheros’ Super-G 108Mbps 
chipset, also used by the likes 
of D-Link. Were not big 
fans of accelerated wireless 
chipsets here at PC Plus; 
performance is often flaky, so 
the price premium isnt worth 
it, especially as you have to 
shell out on compatible wireless 
adaptors to have any hope of getting 
faster than standard 802.119 speeds. 
The routers basic set-up is simple, 
but given that this routers major selling 
point is its ability to share information 
between your various machines, it 
doesnt make it easy for you. The 
configuration process is akin to 
threading a needle, and this is before 
you consider compatibility issues 
around the USB socket. When we 
checked, the compatibility page at 
www.netgear.com/products/ 


Wanadoo Livebox 





his is the first self-branded 
networking product from 
Wanadoo, the UKS largest ISP What 
we have here is a conventional ADSL 
wireless router with an altogether more 
commercial twist. Wanadoo wants to 
sign more of us up to broadband, and 
more of us are interested in networking 
up our homes, so it makes sense to 
combine both ambitions. 

As well as a wireless access point 
and modem, its also a wired router, 
though there are only two ports. 





The shiny ‘W’ isn't 
the only thing about 
the Livebox that’s 
consumer-friendly. 


Wanadoo is selling 
this box of tricks 
for £79 so its clearly 
aimed at those with 
no broadband or 
networking 
knowledge. It's 
sold with the ISP's 
broadband package 
and won't work with 
any other services. 
Handily, though, most of the broadband 
set-up is already done for you. 
Following the basic path through 
the set-up wizard means you'll be 
installing a Wi-Fi adaptor on your 
laptop or desktop. The trouble is, if 
youre already wireless-enabled, the 
set-up doesn't take it into account. To 
initialise the wireless facility, you have 
to use the adaptor. Otherwise, set-up 
is straightforward, and you'll be able 
to skip through the instructions fairly 
quickly. If youre wondering about 


HARDWARE 


wet634u_comp.php mentioned 
issues with many Sony and lomega 
USB Flash sticks — not exactly small 
manufacturers in this arena. That's got 
to be a bit of a problem. 

Things don't improve when 
you try to access data from an 
attached drive. FTP access is also 
unsatisfactory and feels like half- 
hearted effort by Netgear. Our favourite 
network storage product remains the 
Buffalo LinkStation (£195). The first 
generation LinkStation is a year old and 
yet it still beats the WGT634U into a 
pulp. It isnt quite as flexible with its 
integrated drive, but it just works. Plug it 
into your router and it simply appears 
in ‘My Network Places’; you can map it 
as a network drive within seconds. This 
is what Netgear should be aspiring to. 
Linksys’ NSLU2 Network Storage Link 
(£60) may have a disadvantage, with 
its own drive format and no routing 
Capabilities, but its also easier to set 
up than the Netgear. 

As if that wasn't enough, the 
WGT634U gets more than a little hot 
under the collar while its whirring away. 
It'S not the only thing about this router 
thats an awful lot of hot air. 

Dan Grabham 


advanced configuration, don't. This is 
also catered for with a browser-based 
configuration interface. 

Security-wise, the Livebox uses 
WEP encryption. Hats off to Wanadoo, 
which has ensured that you have to 
use some kind of security from the 
off. lo connect to the network, youTe 
instructed to enter the WEP key. WPA 
Support isn't a feature, though, and 
you would expect it at this price. 

Looking ahead, it seems theres an 
interesting future for the Livebox. An 
extra RJ-11 telephone port and PC Card 
Slot are incorporated into the device, 
which point the way for the provision 
of other services, such as VoIP and on- 
demand entertainment services. 

Theres little doubt that the 
Livebox isn't really designed for people 
with even a pinch of wireless and 
networking knowledge. Yet, if it was 
offered at a decent price, wed advise 
you to go for It. But when you 
consider you can pick up a Belkin, 
Netgear or Linksys ADSL wireless 
router for the same kind of money, it 
actually doesn't seem like such a 
good deal after all. 

Dan Grabham 
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PRICE £100 (£81 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.broadbandstuff.co.uk 
0870 766 2329 

INFO www.netgear.co.uk 
WARRANTY lwo years limited 


TYPE Media router 
COMPATIBILITY 802.11b/g, Atheros 
SuperG 

FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 

OPERATING CHANNELS 13 
RANGES 100m max (indoors) 
SECURITY 64- and 128-bit WEP 
encryption, WPA PSK 
CONNECTIVITY 4x 10/100Mbps 
Ethernet ports, 10/100Mbps Internet/ 
WAN port, USB 2.0/1.1 





NETGEAR WGT634U 
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PRICE £79 (£67 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.wanadoo.co.uk 
INFO www.wanadoo.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year limited 


TYPE ADSL modem, wired router and 
wireless access point 
COMPATIBILITY 802.11b, 802.11g 
FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 

OPERATING CHANNELS 13 
RANGES 150m 

SECURITY WEP encryption set up 

as standard 

CONNECTIVITY: 2x R)-45 Ethernet 
ports, USB (for wired PC connection), 
2x RJ-11 telephone (only one currently 
in use), PCMCIA slot 


Gare aD 
WANADOO LIVEBOX 
Value 0090000 
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LOAD TESTING 











C) ompanies whose web servers 
run like snails are just as likely 
to lose business as those with poor 
design. Unfortunately, web server 
performance tools such as Mercury 
Interactives LoadRunner are far too 
expensive for small businesses and 
their complexity requires custom scripts 
created by trained technicians. 
OpenLoad redresses this imbalance 
by delivering a complete suite of web 
server and application test tools at a 
price the small business can afford. 
Its also very simple to use, as the 
administrative interface is entirely 
browser-based. OpenDemand claims 


BUG TRACKING 


Seapine TestIrack Pro 


Poe ee ee ee ee 
Sieve ilanga Sd re 


Lather j | igen dia 


oftware thats designed to track 

defects in other software Is a 
deliciously niche market, where the 
various players struggle to find new 
ways to help programmers fix bugs. 
Yes, a defect tracker is little more than 
a glorified database, but it's still a multi- 
million pound business globally, hence 
Seapines involvement. 

Seapine has always done cross- 
platform support very well. Thanks to 
its use of the Qt graphics library, its 
products work smoothly on both 





OpenDemand Open Load 4.5 


OpenLoad provides an 
intuitive interface with 
plenty of help and 
good reporting tools. 


its the only 

truly script free 
performance tool 

on the market. There 
are plenty of new 
features, and this 
version IS even 
easier to use due to 
an intelligent wizard 
and a one click configuration tool for 





swiftly creating script free test scenarios. 


You'll no doubt know of IP spoofing as 
a method of hacking, but OpenLoad 
uses It to simulate multiple users on 
a single system, all assigned with a 
different IP address. 

Installation is extremely swift with 
all components loaded automatically. 
The browser interface is a pleasant 
Surprise, as all you get are buttons for 
setting up test recordings, configuring 
and scheduling tests and analyzing 
the results. 

Recordings are easy to make. You 
simply hit the start button and access 


The TestTrack interface is 
uncluttered and easy to 
use — much better than 
something like Bugzilla. 


Windows and Linux. This is 
extended by support for third- 
party software across OSs; both 
IIS and Apache, for example. 
Unfortunately, in-use, 
TestIrack's process is plagued 
with problems. Installation on 
Windows repeatedly leads to 
user/password problems that 
can prevent you from logging 
in. In our tests, uninstalling the 
software didn't help at all, because the 
‘uninstall’ left most of the files on the 
hard drive, as well as various registry 
keys. After having spoken to the UK 
technical support team (who, it seems, 
have to refer issues to the US), we 
finally managed to get a workaround 
going to let us review the software. 
The default values for settings are 
pretty weak — you get bug types ‘Crash 
— Data Loss’, ‘Crash — No Data Loss’, 
‘Incorrect Functionality’, ‘Cosmetic’, and 
‘Feature Request’, plus severity types 


SOFTWARE 





the target website or service 

as a normal user would. OpenLoad 
keeps track of all actions and you can 
pause and stop the recording at any 
time. The controller component is used 
to define tests, and you can add criteria 
such as the duration and ramp values 
for determining the number of users 
and the loads generated. You define 
pools of IP addresses to be spoofed 
for virtual users and they can have 
think times assigned as well as time 
outs if a web doesnt load for them 
within a specified time. 

Tests can be run on demand or 
scheduled, and the analysis section 
provides a complete run-down on all 
activity. Reporting is extremely detailed, 
as OpenLoad's analysis component 
provides performance data on all 
virtual users along with summaries and 
information on connect and session 
times or round trips. You can focus in 
on key areas, including reliability, 
availability and capacity. 

Overall, we found OpenLoad 
remarkably easy to use, and if you 
do have any problems there are also 
plenty of on-line tutorials that can 
help you out. 

Dave Mitchell 





including ‘Causes Crash’, ‘No 
Workaround’, ‘Workaround’, and 
‘Cosmetic’. These are all customisable; 
you can edit any of them, or add new 
ones until the system is fully adapted 
to your needs. One annoyance is that 
the product lets you have duplicate 
names as long as theres a difference in 
the case of any character. 

Once you've set everything up, you 
can crack on with adding bugs. The 
interface for this is incredibly slick, and 
SO obvious that anyone should be able 
to pick it up. More advanced tasks such 
as reproducing bugs and attaching files 
are similarly easy, and perhaps the best 
bit is that TTP fully integrates into Visual 
Studio, So you need never stray out of 
your single working environment. 

Although there is IIS integration, 
most of your time will be spent either 
in Visual Studio or the TestIrack client. 
One minor niggle in the main client 
interface is that the reports system is 
incomprehensible. Seapine needs to 
implement some sort of wizard to help 
explain what the options do, as right 
now its a little overwhelming. Now, if 
only it could fix the installation bugs... 
Paul Hudson 
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PRICE £4406 (£3,750 ex VAT) for 100 
virtual users 

SUPPLIER Contemporary Software 
01344 29 7613 

INFO www.opendemand.co.uk 


CPU 500MHz or faster 

RAM 256MB minimum 

OS Windows NT4, 2000, XP 2003, 
Linux 24, Sun Solaris 8 


If you've been waiting for a 
web server performance utility 
that you don't need a degree 
to understand then OpenLoad 
could be the answer. By 
simply recording activity in 
real time it does away with 
the need for complex scripts, 
and its reporting and analysis 
tools belie its comparatively 
low price. 


Value 00000000 
009000000 
Performance @©0000000 
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PRICE £199 (£169 ex VAT) per licence 
SUPPLIER Contemporary Software 
01344 29 7613 

INFO www.seapine.co.uk 


CPU 500MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB minimum 
OS Windows NT, 2000 or XP 


Defect tracking is all about 
storing information on 
software bugs, assigning them 
to programmers for fixing, and 
making sure they get fixed. 
TestIrack Pro does a good 

job here because it's easily 
customised and fast to use. 


SEAPINE TESTTRACK PRO 
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PRICE £83 (£70 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.plextor.com 
WARRANTY [wo years 


FORMATS CD, DVD, DVD+R, DVD+RW, 
DVD+R DL 

WRITE SPEEDS 48x (CD-R), 24x 
CD-RW), 16x (DVD+R), 4x (DVD+R DL), 
8x (DVD+RW), 4x (DVD-RW) 
CONNECTION Internal IDA/ATAPI 
BUFFER 5MB 


me 





PLEXTOR PX-716A 

Value 000000 
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PRICE £85 (£73 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Creative 01784 47 6774 
INFO http://uk.europe.creative.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years 


CHANNELS 64 

SIGNAL-TO-NOISE RATIO 104cB 
FREQUENCY RESPONSE 10Hz 

to 46kHz 

PLAYBACK SAMPLE RATE 96kHz 
71), 192kHz (Stereo) 

RECORDING SAMPLE RATE 96kHz 


es 


CREATIVE AUDIGY 2 


Performance @©000000 


HARDWARE 


REWRITABLE DVD DRIVE 








he PX-716A wasn't out in time 

to make it into the PC Plus DVD 
writer group test in issue 224, but 
it has hit the market now, so its time 
to see how it compares to the 
competition at the moment. The PX- 
716A is Plextor's first 16x DVD+R writer 
that also supports writing to DVD+R 
Dual Layer media at 4x speeds. 8x 
DVD+RW support alongside 4x DVD-RW 
rounds off the DVD writing capabilities, 
while CD-R and CD-RW speeds of 48x 
and 24x, respectively, are fairly standard 
these days. 

In addition to this core feature-set, 

Plextor has also included a smattering 
of esoteric extras, including support for 


SOUND CARD 





Audigy 2 ZS Notebook 





U) ntil the comparatively recent 
addition of 5.1 and 71 to desktop 


PCs (following the popularity of DVD 
movies), there was very little progress 
in the audio arena. Still, surround 
sound is all well and good if you 
have a desktop PC, but not much use 
if you have a laptop. Many integrated 
options do offer 71 support, but 

its hardly top-quality. Fortunately, 
Creative, one of the few peripheral 
manufacturers that still makes 


Plextor PX-716A 


The front bezel can be 
swapped for a darker 
one — handy if you 
own a black case. 


writing up to 

1GB to 99 minute 

CDs, and a silent 

mode operation 
for prolonged drive 
life. A slew of other 
technologies help 
to ensure that 
your data is written as reliably as 
possible. The fact that this drive ships 
with an 8MB buffer as opposed to 
the usual 2MB is also commendable, 
and ensures a smooth operation, 
although there is burn protection if 
the buffer does happen to find itself 
suddenly empty. 

Drive speeds have continued to 

increase over the years, but were 
still waiting for the accompanying 
media to catch up. 8x DVD+RW media 
is still unavailable, while getting hold 
of 16x media can also be incredibly 
frustrating. We did manage to get our 
hands on some 4x DVD+R DL media 
though, and the PX-/716A chewed 


Slot this into any 
PCMCIA Type Il 
slot for improved 
mobile sound. 


2 ZS for notebooks. 
To make the Audigy 2 
as neat a solution as 
possible, the various 
speaker cables dont 
plug in to the card 
itself, but via a 
proprietary cable 
(which comes 
supplied). This has 
three plugs for the 
various speakers. If you have a set of 
Creative speakers, these are colour 
coded in the same way, so that you 
know how to set them up correctly. As 
well as this proprietary input, the card 
has two other jacks: one for optical-in 
and one for optical-out. These can 
alternatively be used as a headphone 
or microphone port. 

Despite its diminutive size, the 
Audigy 2 ZS supports the same 
Standards as its desktop cousins. 





>in 
PEREORMANCE 
SAWARD 


through this in a mere 25 minutes 

and four seconds; not bad for the best 
part of 8GB of data, and certainly up 
there with the best. Get your hands 

on some 16x DVD+R media and 

youre looking at a healthy six minutes 
and eight seconds to fill a disc — 
impressive stuff. You'll get closer to nine 
minutes with 8x media. 

Theres plenty of choice when it 
comes to authoring software, with 
offerings from Pinnacle, CyberLink, 
Sonic, Ulead and Ahead, although, 
with the exception of the feature-rich 
Ahead Nero 6, most of these titles are 
time-limited trial versions. You also get 
a black bezel included in the kit, which 
will be handy if you have a darkly 
styled case to slide it into. 

The problem for the PX-716A, 
and indeed any other manufacturer 
trying claim a slice of this burgeoning 
market, is that there are drives already 
available that burn at these speeds, 
but cost notably less. NECs ND-3500A 
has set the standard, rolling in at just 
over £50. If you need the performance 
thats offered here, it's an easy choice, 
but everyone else should opt for this 
more than capable NEC drive. 

Alan Dexter 





processing capability and can perform 
24-bit digital to analogue (and vice 
versa) conversion. Plus, if you like to 
make your own music on your laptop, 
you can make use of Creatives 
impressive recording technology. For 
output, sound quality is always an 
extremely subjective test. The Audigy 
produces better music than Intel's AC’9/ 
offering, but how much better depends 
largely on the speakers you're using. 
The quality differential is likely to be 
eroded still further by the high- 
definition Axalia’ component on Intel's 
new mobile 915 chipset. 

If you have an older laptop that's 
lacking in the sound department, this is 
a good option. Although newer, better 
mobile audio is on the way. It’s still 
difficult to upgrade a laptop, so this is 
the only affordable way to get decent 
sound performance without buying an 
entirely new system. Even if you just 
want something better than the 
headphone port on your laptop for 
outputting to a larger set of speakers, 
this is a good purchase. However, for 
regular portable use, most will see it as 
an unnecessary expense. 
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soundcards, has introduced the Audigy Its THX certified, has a 32-bit digital Henry Tucker 








PRICE £2,905 (£2,472 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Quantum 01344 35 3500 
INFO www.quantum.com 
WARRANTY Three years, return 

to base 


FORMAT DLT tape || 
CAPACITY 300GB 

SPEED 36MB/s 
INTERFACE Ultral60 SCSI-2 


QUANTUM SDLT600 


00000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


WITH DLTICE 
CD 
CHEND 
CoN 





PRICE £210 for 120GB (£179 ex VAT), 
£275 for 250GB (£234 ex VAT), £480 for 
400GB (£409 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER StorCase International 
01932 73 8900 

INFO www-storcase.co.uk 
WARRANTY Seven years, return 

to base 


HDD Hitachi Deskstar ATA/100 
CAPACITY 120GB, 250GB or 400GB 
CONNECTIVITY 5.25in carrier with 
USB 2.0 

BACK-UP SOFTWARE Dantz 
Retrospect Express 6.5 


STORCASE DEBACKUP 
Value 000000 

000000 

00000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


CI 
CHEND 
CONE 








HARDWARE 


BACK-UP TAPE DRIVE 


Quantum SDLT600 





O s data protection regulations 
governing archival storage get 


stricter, a number of tape drive 
manufacturers have been jumping on 
the WORM (Write Once Read Many) 
bandwagon and offering up various 
formats, as the ideal long term secure 
storage solution. Sony is promoting its 
AIT as WORM capable, while Quantum 
introduces the DLIIce technology, which 
now comes with its SDLT600 drive. 

DLTIce is a simple solution that’s 
provided as part of Quantum's DLTSage 
xlalk tape diagnostics toolbox. To 


BACK-UP DEVICE 








D, isk-to-disk (D2D) back-up is now 
a popular alternative to tape as it 
offers good levels of storage, decent 
performance and costs a lot less than 
most small business tape drives. Also, 
although one of tapes strongest points 
has always been its portability, the 
latest USB removable disk products are 
just as easy to connect, disconnect and 
move around. 

The DEBackup is a good example 
of this technology in action, and the 
family offers capacities ranging from 
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Quantum’s first DLTIce 
drive provides some 
real competition for 
Sony’s WORM units. 


comply with 
regulations it writes 
a unique tamper- 
proof electronic key 
to tapes selected 
for WORM duties. At 
present this can only 
be carried out from 
the xTalk utility, but it 
ensures that the tape 
is now non-erasable 
and non-rewriteable. Data can be 
appended but the tape contents can't 
be altered. A big advantage of the 
Quantum method is that standard 
DLItape II cartridges can be used as 
WORM media. Sony's solution uses the 
AIT's MIC (Memory In Cartridge) chip to 
stop its contents being changed. The 
biggest drawback is that you have to 
use special cartridges for this function, 
as Standard AIT tapes don't support it. 
An increasing number of back-up 
software products support DLITlce, but 
Veritas Backup Exec isn’t currently one 


StorCase DEBackup 


It’s bulky, but the 
performance of this 
D2D device can’t 
be questioned. 


120GB to 400GB. 

The kit comprises a 
simple disk carrier 
that slots into a spare 
5.25in bay, plus 

an ATA/100 drive 
mounted in a sturdy 
removable caddy, 
The carrier is easy 
enough to fit, and a 
USB cable is provided 
to connect it directly to a USB port pin 
block on the motherboard. It functions 
as a splitter in case the ports are 
already in use. The disk caddy simply 
Slides into the front of the carrier and 
mates with an interface at the back. 
The drives can be locked in place, and 
they wont power up until the lock has 
been activated. 

The bundled Retrospect Express 
back-up software only supports a 
single non-server Windows system, 
making this package of little use to 





of them. So, for testing, we used an 
SDLT600 tape drive with Computer 
Associates ARCserve r11.1i, as DLTIce is 
implemented in firmware, the drive 
needs to apply the latest version. This 
is no problem as xTalk will check the 
drive, download the latest version and 
apply it for you. The process of turning 
a tape into WORM media is very 
simple. You load a cartridge and select 
the DLIlce option, which writes the key 
to the tape. However, note that 
ARCserve must be updated with the 
latest device patch. The tape creates 
WORM media from xTalk, so it must be 
formatted from within ARCserve before 
being used. Only after these steps will 
it appear as WORM media to ARCserve. 
IF you attempt to format the media a 
second time, it will stop you with a 
warning message advising that data 

is present. 

One of the biggest problems with 
many archival storage solutions is the 
high cost of implementing and 
managing them. Quantums DLIlce 
offers an extremely cost-effective 
alternative, as it merely uses existing 
back-up systems and doesn't require 
any specialist media. 

Dave Mitchell 


businesses wanting to secure a server 
and workstations. Even so, its easy 
enough to use as you can run on- 
demand back-up tasks, and an 
EasyScript wizard helps create a 
schedule to automate these tasks. 
Although primarily designed to use 
tape, its easy enough to configure the 
StorCase hard disk as a back-up 
destination instead. Beware of using 
the USB 1.1 interface found on older 
motherboards, as performance will be 
hit hard. Securing an 8.5GB mixture of 
files over this interface returned a paltry 
0.9MB/sec, which improved to 13MB/ 
sec with a USB 2.0 connection. 

The DEBackup is a simple back-up 
solution well-suited to users looking to 
back up a single PC or workstation. 
Purchasing more drives and caddies 
enables you to swap them out easily, 
SO you can implement an off-site 
Storage Strategy. However, the size and 
weight of the caddies make them more 
awkward to transport than a tape 
cartridge. An alternative is StorCase's 
80GB 2.5in version, (£210 ex VAT) as this 
palm-sized package slips easily from 
the caddy and into your pocket. 

Dave Mitchell 





PRICE £180 (£153 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £7 (£6 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Computers Unlimited 
020 8358 9594 

INFO www.soundbridge.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


COMPATIBILITY iTunes, Windows 
Media Connect, Windows Media 
Player 10, Napster, MSN music 
SUPPORTS SlimServer WMA, FKAC, 
Ogg Vorbis and Apple Lossless, AAC, 
MPS, WAV and AIFF 24-bit DAC 
CONNECTIONS RCA phono, digital 
coax, optical 

NETWORKING 10/100 Ethernet, 
802.11g Wi-Fi 

SIZE 430x/0mm 


ROKU SOUNDBRIDGE 
M1000 


Value KKA KASA KS) 
Features 0090000000 


Performance @©0000000009 


OVERALL 


PRICE £160 (£136 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4215 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4800x1,200dpi 
PRINT SPEED 90sec per photo best, 


INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 20 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES 10x15cm 

INTERFACE USB 2.0, CompactFlash, 
SmartMedia, Memory Stick, Secure 
Digital/MultiMedia, xD 
DIMENSIONS 220x115x118mm 
WEIGHT 1.2Kg 


COTEI 
HP PHOTOSMART 375 


OVERALL 





HARDWARE 


MEDIA STREAMING 


Roku SoundBridge M1000 












My 
PERFORMANCE 
AWARD 


HORI 


© istening to your favourite ITunes 
music on your PC is all very well, 


but what happens when you decide 
you want to stop working and stretch 
out next to the Hi-Fi instead? Do you 
put on an old-fashioned CD and 
hanker after those finely-honed 
playlists on your copy of iTunes? 
Now you can enjoy the variety that 
iTunes brings to your music collection 
in a Hi-Fi environment, thanks to 
Rokus budget SoundBridge M1000 
media streamer. At £180, this stylish 
cylinder enables you to stream your 


PORTABLE INKJET PRINTER 


> | ilk | 
rar Gat == bitaitiilis. 


It almost looks too 
simple, but this really 
is all there is to Roku’s 
SoundBridge device. 






music from a PC 
running iTunes or 
Media Player 10, 
and feed it directly 
into your home Hi-Fi set up. The 
SoundBridge comes with a free 
CompactFlash Wi-Fi card for wireless 
operation, or you can use the built-in 
Ethernet port. 

Using the SoundBridge couldn't be 
much easier. Just turn the unit on and 
it boots itself up and then proceeds to 
sniff out any available Wi-Fi or wired 
networks. It then goes on to detect if a 
copy of iTunes Is running on any of the 
connected PCs. All you have to do is 
select the library or playlist that you 
want to listen to and off you go. One 


Not only is this one of 


HP Photosmart 375 


‘tpekrorMANCE 
SSRWARD Z4 





he Photosmart 3/5 is a device 
made purely for photo printing on 
the move. There are several ways to 
get snapshots onto the printer. Apart 
from the usual PC connection, you can 
slip a flash memory card into one of 
the slots (see the specifications above 
for compatible formats), or even slide in 
a USB drive. In either of the latter two 
cases, the 3/5 will automatically scan 
your medium, retrieving any 
photographs hidden away with the file 
Structure, and displaying them in an 
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the cutest devices ever 
reviewed, it’s also one 
of the most useful. 


easily navigated 
Slideshow format. 

As if that wasnt 
enough, theres also 
a degree of wireless 
functionality, The 
3/5 is supplied with 
a USB Bluetooth 
adaptor. This enables 
you to beam images 
Straight from a 
Bluetooth-enabled PDA or mobile 
phone, and print them on the fly, 

For even more mobility, you can do 
away with the need for a power supply 
by buying the optional battery. This 
adds an extra £40 to an already 
substantial cost, but if you want to 

use this printer to the full, it's well 
worth the investment. 

The ease-of-use continues when 
you come to print the photos. HP 
recommends using its own photo 
paper, but as long as you use a sheet 








small caveat is that the SoundBridge 
cant play songs purchased from the 
Apple iTunes Music Store, due to the 
restrictions of Apples FairPlay digital 
rights management. Fortunately, it will 
play DRM-protected music that uses 
Windows Media Connect. 

The initial set-up is carried out via 
a remote control unit and feedback 
comes from a large turquoise 
fluorescent vacuum display that shows 
which library you're connected to and 
the song being played. Sound quality 
is awesome thanks to a 24-bit DAC 
that delivers stunning performance. 
The SoundBridge takes the raw data 
from your PC and does the decoding 
itself before feeding the output to your 
Hi-Fi via conventional analogue RCA 
phono, coax digital or even optical 
digital-out via a TOSlink cable. 

For anyone who is addicted to the 
variety and sheer joy of using iTunes, 
the Roku SoundBridge M1000 is a 
must. It takes iTunes out of the study 
and into the heart of the home, so 
that everyone can enjoy the hard work 
you invested ripping all those CDs into 
your iTunes library. Whats more, there 
isn't a Media Center OS in sight. 
Mark Sparrow 


of approximately 10x15cm, you'll find 
that the 3/5 will align itself correctly. By 
default, its set up to print borderlessly, 
and it will also recognise whether the 
selected shot is portrait or landscape, 
so beginners can simply highlight the 
desired photos and hit print. If you 
like more customisation, there are 
a number of basic editing options, 
including red-eye removal and 
brightness adjustment. For such a 
basic set-up, these tools actually work, 
re-working the image without any 
negative effect on picture quality. 
Whether you use the editing tools 
or not, final prints are of a surprisingly 
high quality. The supplied colour 
cartridge Is only a tri-colour, so theres 
nothing here to rival Canon or Epson's 
pricey photo specialists, but both subtle 
skin tones and brighter reds and greens 
are reproduced accurately and vividly. 
Equally, the 4800x1,200 resolution 
ensures that the level of precision is 
high. Even the print speed is 
reasonably nifty; we timed one minute 
47 seconds for each ‘best’ quality 
photo. This really is an excellent bit of 
kit, albeit at a slightly high price. 
Russell James 


15in LCD MONITOR 


Sharp LL-151-3D 


ack in the 1850s, Joseph 
D'Almedia developed 
equipment to project stereo 


images onto a theatre screen. The 
audience saw them in 3D thanks to 
the red and green goggles they were 
wearing. lts an effective technique 
that we still use today, which is why 
those fiddly cardboard glasses pop up 
wherever you find 3D films, magazine 
pictures or computer images. 

Sharps latest development is 
a 15in LCD display that promises 3D 
images without the glasses. 

The all-black monitor doesn't look 
anything special, but the design is 
practical. It's particularly easy to adjust 
the display viewing angles left or 
right, tilt it forward or back, or adjust 
its height by about 8cm. 

Plug it in, and the LL-151-3D works 
immediately (in the 2D sense). The 
default settings worked well with our 
test PC, but the built-in menus offer 
plenty of tweaking possibilities. Sharp 
provides an ICC colour profile for the 
monitor on the installation CD, too. 

2D performance is reasonable, 
with sharp images and bright, vivid 
colours. Viewing angles are poor, 
though, especially vertically. There's 
also some colour banding on the 
lighter shades. Extras include a couple 
of integrated speakers, which could be 
convenient if youre short of space, 
but dont expect great gaming or 
music sound, though, as they're a 
tinny IW each. 

What really matters is the 3D 
performance, of course. Click the 3D 
button at the front of the display and 
youre ready to go. You should see the 
effect in any application that currently 
supports 3D via glasses, although 
theres no guarantee (see Sharps site 
at www.sharp3d.com/partners/ 
NVIDIA.asp for details on game 


How it works 





We won't try to illustrate the 3D picture in a decidedly 2D magazine, as we wouldn't be 
able to do it justice, but trust us, it’s extremely impressive, and no glasses are involved. 


compatibility). Sharp provides a few 
demonstration images and movies, 
and the results are impressive. Engine 
blocks appear to rotate in front of the 
display, and all kinds of computer 
graphics bounce in and out of the 
screen. You even get a demo walk 
through Venice. Theres also a nod 
towards creating your own content 
with the Sharp Stereo Photo Editor, 
which builds one 3D image from two, 
slightly different 2D pics. Viewing these 
properly isn't entirely straightforward, 
however. Your head has to be in front 
of the centre of the screen, with your 
eyes about two feet away to get the 
full 5D effect. Move too far away and 
you'll lose the image. 

We got the hang of this within a 
few seconds, but Sharp warn that it 
wont be that way for everyone. If your 
eyesight varies greatly between the 


HARDWARE 


left and right eye, you might not get 
the 3D effect. Simply try before you 





PRICE £1,116 (£950 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Initon 020 7613 5004 
INFO wwwssharp3d.com 
WARRANTY One year 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1 024x768dpi 
INPUTS DVI (VGA — DVI cable 
supplied) 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 130° horizontal, 
115° vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.297mm 

RESPONSE TIME 25ms 
CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
BRIGHTNESS 370 cd/m? (2D mode), 
140 cd/m? (3D mode) 

WEIGHT 5.3Kg 


buy. Watching 3D images proved to be 
more of an eye strain than usual, too. 
Sharp suggest a 30-minute rest every 
30 minutes, which could be a problem 


if they're aiming this at the dedicated 
gamer market. The final problem Is 
the price. Once these monitors hit full 
production, its expected they'll cost 
only 20 per cent more than regular 
LCDs, but right now its difficult to 
justify buying one. 

Still, the LL-151-3D is a decent 
Start to what is potentially a hugely 
important new technology. It’s not 
ready for the mass market, but prices 
will fall, and Sharp says theres plenty 
of content on the way. If this is right, 
perhaps Joseph D’Almedias old 3D 
glasses really have been replaced. 
Mike Williams 


Sharp's new technology is clever, but there are a couple of potential problems ... 


Sharp started researching 3D LCD 
displays back in 1992. The first attempts 
used two standard LCDs, mounted at 90 
degrees to one another, with optics 
arranged so that one eye viewed the 
first image as the other saw the second. 
Primitive, expensive, bulky, and only 
able to view 3D images, this was never 
a technique that was going to take off. 
The breakthrough came when Sharp 
took a standard LCD and backlight, and 
added a ‘switching LCD’ between them. 
This isn't a full-scale second display, but 


rather a layer of polarising film with 
a layer of polymer liquid crystal. 

Under normal 2D operation, the 
switching LCD has no effect. It's 
transparent and lets the backlight 
illuminate the regular LCD as normal. 
When you click the 3D button, though, 
the switching LCD uses its liquid crystal 
layer to alter the angle of any light it 
lets through. As the layer is coated in 
Stripes, it effectively creates a pattern of 
vertical slits, sending one column of 
pixels to the left eye, the other to the 


right. It’s a clever idea, but there are 
a couple of problems. 

First, the switching LCD works at a 
fixed resolution. This means you only 
get the 3D effect if the monitor is 
running at the same resolution 
(1,024x768 for the LL-151). 

Also, displaying two images on one 
screen this way means the horizontal 
screen resolution is halved. It's not a 
major issue, as your brain perceives 
the two pictures as one 3D image, 





LecPlus ratings 
SHARP LL-151-3D 
Value __00000 





It’s easy to tilt and position the 
display, or adjust its height by 
around 8cm, until you've got the 
best 3D viewing angle. 


effectively filling in some of the gaps. E 
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AUDIO EDITING 


Sony Acid Pro 5 





t won't be long now before 
Acids first decade will be up. 
The basic idea — paint audio 


loops onto a grid and leave the PC to 
look after the tedious details of tempo 
matching and time stretching — was a 
genius one. Since then, Acid has been 
extended with better mixing and 
effects facilities, including full 
automation and even basic video 
support, so you can use it for sound 
to picture work. 

This new version aims to keep the 
upgrade momentum going. But if that's 
the theory, the reality doesnt quite 
match it. The first big change is that 
Acid now supports VST effects, multiple 
VST instruments and Rewire. This is 
very good news, but its also rather 
overdue, so it's hard to get too excited 
about it. The biggest addition is a set 
of new groove quantise features. These 
are Supposed to take a loop and 
transform it into something with a very 
different feel by pushing and pulling 
beats forwards and backwards in time. 
This is familiar territory for music 
makers, and a welcome addition. But 
the results you get depend a lot on 
your starting loop. Not infrequently the 
outcome is lumpy and stuttery, so the 
range of useful options is smaller than 
the long list of included grooves might 
suggest. In practice, this is something 
of a toy feature that has its uses — 
some of the funk grooves sound 
excellent on funk-style loops, but 
doesn't live up to its full potential. 

Changes have also been made to 
the time stretch/beat mapping tools, 
where a couple of new time stretch 
modes have been added. These are 
worth playing with, and go some way 
towards extending the already 
impressive time stretching abilities. But 
Acids live time stretch remains a touch 
grainy and crunchy, and a notch or two 
down from what would be needed to 
put together an entire song if you were 
trying to work at a high professional 
level. This didn’t matter while Acid had 
a monopoly on live timestretch, but 
now that products like Steinberg'’s 
Cubase SX3 are offering Acid-like 
looping its becoming more of an 
issue. lts not fair to compare the two 
packages head on — Cubase SX3 is 
twice the price — but there is some 
overlap between the markets, and 
Sony may want to consider raising the 
bar here. Acid remains a fantastic demo 
and song sketching tool, and it's 
exceptionally good at both, but it 
would be excellent to have an option 
that allowed a much smoother 
professional quality final mix, even if it 
couldn't be rendered in real time. 
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If you're already used to Acid, you'll be familiar with all of the main features in version 
5, which now supports VST effects, multiple VST instruments and Rewire. 








$ ju 





The biggest addition is a set of new groove quantise features. Beats in the diagonal 
regions are pulled onto the precise beat shown at the bottom. 


Also in the package is a CD full of 
loops (very useful as a starting point) 
and a new media manager. Were 
always sceptical of tools that try to find 
all the media files in a PC, because 
unless you spray downloads and 
projects randomly all over the insides 
of your PC, most of the time theres no 
obvious added benefit. That seems to 
be true here, because in spite of our 
best efforts the Microsoft-supplied SQL 
extensions that the media manager is 
built around refused to install, (more 
Microsoft's fault than Sony's) so there 
was no chance to see what the 
manager was capable of. According 
to Sony, new Acid loop packs will be 
compatible, making searching 
by loop type and category easier. 

So what does Acid 5 add up to? 
For old timers, this is something of a 
missed opportunity. Ableton-style live 
arranging, playback and a general 
spruce up in the sonic department 
would have been very welcome, but 
unfortunately the changes on offer 
here are rather less adventurous. 
Anyone with a large library of VST 
instruments and effects, and perhaps 


also some Rewire products, will be 
tempted by an upgrade, although at 
half the cost of the full version, the 
price seems rather high. The groove 
mapping isn’t worth that price on Its 
own, so if VST compatibility doesn't 
matter to you, theres no hugely 
compelling reason to trade up 
from version 4. 

For newcomers, Acids big 
selling point has always been 
speed and ease of use. It 
remains a very fast and 
productive environment to work 
in, especially for those who are 
willing to make up for a lack of 
basic music skills by spending a 
couple of hundred pounds on extra 
loops. But for beginners who want the 
sheer joy of putting together something 
that sounds almost as good as a radio 
hit, and for anyone else who enjoys 
dabbling with music making, Acid will 
provide months of entertainment. It’s 
not a replacement for talent, but if you 
have the ideas and lack only training, 
you'll soon surprise yourself with what 
you can create. 

Richard Wentk 
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PRICE £299 (£255 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER SCV London 020 8418 0778 
INFO hittp://mediasoftware.sonypic- 
tures.com 


CPU 800MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 2000 or XP 


A slipstream upgrade for 

one of the world’s favourite 
audio products. There are no 
spectacular new additions and 
some of the core issues that 
prevent Acid from being used 
more seriously haven't been 
addressed. But newcomers 
will find the basic featureset 
is now even more attractive, 
and Acid makes an excellent 
introduction to PC music 
making at every level. 
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The timestretch modes in Acid 
add some new possibilities, but 
don't affect the sound quality. 


LecPlus ratings 
SONY ACID PRO 5 


Value 0090000000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance @©00000000 

















PRICE £570 (£485 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Arbiter 020 8970 1909 
INFO wwwssteinberg.net 


CPU 800MHz or faster 
RAM 512MB minimum 
OS Windows XP 


The latest Cubase SX sorts 

out most of the problems of 
earlier versions and seems 

to have made a huge leap 

in usability. The learning 
curve for newcomers is still 
steep, but old hands will find 
themselves right at home. And 
the new time stretching and 
looping features will be a boon 
to anyone who works with 
samples and loops. 
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Softsynths are supplied in 
the box and via this chunky- 
sounding pseudo-analogue 
audio module. 


STEINBERG CUBASE SX3 
Value 000000000 

000000000 

Performance @©00000000 





Features 











SOFTWARE 


MIDI/AUDIO SEQUENCER 





Steinberg Cubase SX3 A% 





innacle’s acquisition of 
Steinberg raised a few 
eyebrows last year, and 


worried musicians immediately began 
to speculate if their favourite and 
venerable sequencer was about to 
become another victim of Pinnacles 
buy-out-and-forget product policy. 
Instead, the reverse seems to have 
happened. Development hasn't just 
continued, the development cycle 
has been enhanced, and what's come 
out of the door is a very different 
animal to the original SX of a few 
years ago. 

Cubase has always had the feel 
of a product where sexy new features 
have been gratuitously added to a 
core that was neither stable nor 
particularly well thought out. Some 
of the previous releases have been 
unreliable to the point where they 
were barely usable and, a year ago, 
it was impossible to avoid the angry 
mutterings and complaints about this 
State of affairs on the various online 
Cubase support boards. So, the most 
important change here is that SX3 
now feels like a mature and solid 
product that’s finally been completed. 
There are still a few minor bugs but, 
for the most part, Cubase works as 
advertised straight out of the box. It 
didn't crash once or do anything 
spectacularly strange during a couple 
of weeks of intensive testing — surely 
a first for a major Cubase update. The 
other big change is that Cubase finally 


saves absolutely every internal setting, 


including those for the built-in synths 
and effects. You 
no longer need 
to save these 
individually. One 
global save handles 
everything, which is 
a fantastic boon and 
a real timesaver. 

In terms of 
new features, SX3 
includes Acid-style 
live time stretching. When you load a 
loop, SX3 can make a guess about 
the number of bars and the tempo, 
and a new musical mode can stretch 
the loop to fit the current song 
settings. If you change the tempo, all 
of the loops in musical mode will be 
stretched or squashed automatically. 
The time stretching sounds smooth 
and transparent, and lacks the crunch 
and grain that always marred the 
process in older versions of Acid. 
Various modes are available to suit 
the source material, and usually at 
least one of these will give near- 
perfect results. 


PCPlus 226 | February 2005 


























The familiar ‘arrangement’ screen has been brightened with colour coding, which helps 
to differentiate between instruments, channels, tracks and effects. 


The bar calculation 
isnt particularly clever, and 
it often assumes an odd 
number of bars when an 
even number would be 
much more likely. 

Another drawback is that 
you need to set musical 
mode and check the bar 
count by hand. Unlike Acid, 
loop previews aren't tempo 
matched. Both of these 
Slow down the creative 
process. On the plus side, 
this section includes a near-magic 
warping feature that controls 

time stretching dynamically, so 

you can more easily match the 
groove from one loop to another. 

This is a fantastically useful and 
versatile feature; once you've tried 

it, you'll wonder how you managed 
without it. 

Most of the other hundred or so 
changes are more incremental than 
revolutionary, and concentrate on 
usability improvements to the 
automation and channel routing. 
Colour coding has been enhanced, so 
depressingly grey arrangement 
graphics are no longer obligatory. And 
theres a new section-shuffling feature, 
which makes it possible to pick up 
and rearrange song sections with a 
few clicks. It can't be used live yet, 
which is a shame, but it makes light 
work of song structure surgery, 

There are still problems, but they're 
relatively minor. The most annoying is 
a problem with the solo buttons. 
Normally, these turn channels on and 
off in solo mode, but accidentally 
clicking on a channel strip around a 
solo button turns on a solo override, 
and cancels any other solos you've 





The audio editor's time stretch modes 
include the ability to drag beats ahead 
or behind the grid lines. 


already set. This sounds like nit- 
picking but it makes trial mixing run- 
throughs with live muting and ‘soloing’ 
very difficult; if you have an external 
control surface, its best to use that 
instead of the mouse. There are also 
some problems with quantize getting 
stuck at the one bar resolution in 
between the left and right markers. 
And Cubase SX3 very occasionally 
loses an effect assignment when 
saving or loading. 

But that's about all the issues we 
could find. Overall, Cubase SX3 gets 
an unqualified thumbs-up. Unlike 
previous updates, it isn't being sold 
with a tidal wave of hype, but 
(ironically, perhaps) this time it does 
the job, which the other updates failed 
to do. There is another stumbling 
block, actually: SX3 isn't cheap. If you 
don't need all the features, the cut 
down SL3 is a worthy alternative. But 
for the best in MIDI sequencing on the 
PC, this version has to make Cubase 
the definitive market leader. Best of 
all, in capable and creative hands, it 
definitely sounds the business, too. 
Richard Wentk 








PRICE £289 (£246 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Tiny Computers 

0870 830 3156 

INFO www+tiny.co.uk 

WARRANTY One year return-to-base 


CPU 2.4GHz Intel Celeron 

RAM 128MB, 333MHz 

CORE LOGIC VIA P4M266A 

HDD 80GB Western Digital (7200rpm) 
DRIVES 8x Ultima DVD-ROM/CD-RW 
Combo, FDD 

GRAPHICS S3 ProSavage 8 

(32MB shared), 

SCREEN 17in Samtron 78E CRT 
SOUND VIA VT1616 5.1 

SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS V90 modem 

PORTS 6 x USB 2.0, 9-pin serial, 
parallel, VGA-Out, Headphones, Mic 
OTHER HARDWARE Keyboard 

and mouse 

OS Linspire 4.5 

OTHER SOFTWARE None 





The surprisingly stylish front 
panel boasts an extra two USB 
2.0 sockets. 


TINY.COM OMEGA 

ELIT 009000000009 
000000 
Performance @©000000 


Features 








HARDWARE 


LINSPIRE DESKTOP PC 


Tiny Omega LX2400 





heres a lower limit on the 
price of a PC which is not, 
as you might think, governed 


purely by the cost of the hardware. 
Even at OEM prices, a copy of Windows 
XP will add about £70 to the asking 
price of a machine. To get lower than 
this with a reasonable specification, 
you have to abandon Windows and 
look instead to Linux. That's what Tiny 
has done with the Omega LX2400. 

This is a budget mini-tower system, 
but with all the essentials you need 
for a basic PC. Built around a 24GHz 
Celeron processor sitting in a mini ATX 
system board with integrated graphics 
and an 80GB hard drive, only the 
memory complement of 128MB 
should raise an eyebrow. Linux is a 
lot more economical with its memory 
use. 128MB Is enough to run most 
applications comfortably, even when 
you share 32MB of it with the 
integrated graphics. 

Theres a DVD and CD-RW combo 
drive for installing new software or 
playing music and a pair of speakers 
to play it on. While the simple satellite 
speakers supplied are no audiophiles 
dream, weve surprised to see any 
speakers supplied at this price point. 

Video output runs into a 1/in 
Samtron monitor. Samtron is a budget 
line from Samsung, and although this 
monitor has an unpleasantly curved 
front face, it is usable and doesn't 
flicker noticeably. The keyboard and 
mouse are also serviceable, though 
the roller bearings on the 
mouse give it a squeak. 


Linspirational 
Linspire is a Linux variant 
which tries to bridge the 
gap between the graphics 
interface of Windows and 
that of a Linux front-end, 
such as GNU. Generally 
speaking it does this very 
successfully, and as a 
Windows user coming 
to this machine, its easy enough to 
find your way around and to Start to 
get useful work out of the machine. 
The icons may be different, some 
of the utilities are in different places 
and some more heavyweight utilities 
are missing, but in general you can 
point and click your way around the 
system without falling into any holes. 
Linspire provides the essentials, 
such as a web browser and an email 
client, and even includes a few games 
to while away your leisure hours. What 
it doesnt contain, is any application 
software. For that, Linspire would like 
you to visit its warehouse, CNR. 
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From the outside it looks like just about any other budget system on the market, 
but the operating system and price tell a completely different story. 


This is an online 
shop where you can 
buy various Linux- 
based applications 
to run on your new 
system. There are 
several hundred titles 
available, but very few 
of the useful ones 
— despite the Open 
Source propaganda 
— are free from this 
source. Open Office, 
for instance, is $30 
from CNR, but free if you go instead to 
www.openoffice.org. We asked Tiny 
why it couldn't pre-install Open Office 
on the system, to save people the 
fiddle and a long download, and it 
pleaded licensing problems. 

Performance of the Omega LX2400 
is a bit snappier than Windows would 
be on the same machine, but nothing 
flies in the way you might have been 
lead to believe by Linux fans. You get 
things done at much the same speed 
you would with a Windows box. 


Strike three 
There are three markets we can see for 
this system: The Linux enthusiast, who 
is determined to use that operating 
system rather than Windows and take 
advantage of the low hardware price; 
the business that wants to keep costs 
down while buying a number of PCs for 
its staff; and the person who wants a 
PC on a very low budget. This system 
may only suit two out of those three. 
The Linux enthusiast should have 
few problems with this system and will 





The only missing connection is FireWire; 
how much of a problem this is depends 
on your peripherals. 


probably be delighted with the ease- 
of-use of Linspire, which manages 
to duplicate much of Windows XP 

Business users buying several of 
these systems to run applications such 
as a word processor, spreadsheet or 
email, could also be very pleased. With 
a copy of Open Office downloaded 
onto each machine for free, many of 
the day-to-day tasks in a modern 
office can be accomplished on the 
Omega LX2400 very economically. 

The one remaining user is the cost- 
conscious beginner, who may get into 
difficulties. While the graphical user 
interface is easy to use and the video 
tutorials are helpful, theres less support 
at a basic level than there is for 
Windows. The machines success in this 
market will depend on the quality of 
Tiny's after-sales support. With the right 
people on the other end of a phone, it 
could be an excellent, low-cost option. 
Simon Williams 








PRICE £258 (£219 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Imago Group 
01635 29 4397 

INFO www.seriousmagic.com 


CPU 800MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 98 or later 


Visual Communicator Pro 
isn't a video-editing tool, 
it's a presentation program. 
If your main interest is 
corporate video production 
and established video tools 
have had you tearing your 
hair out, it's a simplified and 
effective alternative that 
removes a lot of the 
complication and clutter 
from video. 





Editing title graphics is simple 
if you just want to change the 
text. Adding graphics is a 
touch more difficult. 


SERIOUS MAGIC VISUAL 
COMMUNICATOR PRO 


Value 009000000 
009000000 
Performance @©0000000 


Features 








SOFTWARE 


VIDEO PRESENTATION 








ideo is the bane of the 
corporate communications 
office. In theory, Adobe, Sony 


and the rest offer powerful and fast 
video production that make it easy to 
put together a ‘talking head’ corporate 
video promo spot. In practice, if you've 
ever tried to assemble something from 
scratch that looks the part, you'll know 
it can take anywhere between a day 
and a week. Even then, the results can 
fall short of the kind of glossy 
productions viewers will be expecting. 
Serious Magic has spotted this gap 
in the market and filled it with the 
Communicator series, designed to 
make corporate video as simple as 
possible. It's important to understand 
that this isn't a generic do-anything 
video editor, so much as a corporate 


(and optionally a home) video solution. 


You don't need to worry about 
timelines, transitions, title generators, 
codecs, or keying settings. The 
software hides away as much of the 
fiddly details as it can and lets you 
concentrate on what really matters: 
the content. By default, this means 
that videos follow a very simple format 
— a canned introduction with titles 
generated on the fly, one or more 
talking head sections and then an 
outro. This may seem limiting, but 
its all you need for most corporate 
applications. You can change the 
format if you need to, though not to 
the point where you can put together 
the next Lord of the Rings instalment. 
The talking head, 
either a professional 
presenter of more 
commonly in many 
offices, a stray temp who 
looks decent on camera, 
is mixed in live using 
green screen keying. This 
fancy-sounding process 
involves you setting up 
a green background. 
Communicator removes 
the green digitally and replaces it with 
a canned animated background, or a 
still of a virtual studio set. The video 
source can be a webcam, or preferably 
a camcorder connected with FireWire. 
Setting up good lighting is crucial, and 
hints are included on how to do this. If 
you crack the lighting problem, the 
process works better than you might 
expect. If none of the stock eye candy 
backgrounds suit your needs, you can 
import one of your own. A lapel 
microphone is also included to look 
after the audio side of the recording. 
The video consists of the usual 
swirly CGI and collage effects that are a 
TV stock in trade. The backgrounds are 
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Visual Communicator Pro 
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Visual Communicator Pro includes a handy teleprompt feature, so your chosen presenter 
(or office temp) doesn't have to make it all up as they go along. 


part of a set of 

free content that 
includes video, 
sound and graphics 
sources. The music 
collection is a prime 
slice of production 
music; the sort of 
tinkly piano, squally 
guitar, hip-hop drum 
machine and 
orchestra mini- 
tracks that no 
serious corporate 
production should 
ever be without. 
The graphics are a set of presets in the 
built-in graphic and text effects editor. 
You can change these, but the ones 
you get look the part, so you're unlikely 
to want to do much to them. The 
overall combination hits the spot 

in terms of look and feel. Media 
professionals may miss the ability to 
splice together the kind of blinky and 
frenetic hyper-edited look, but the 
target market here is in-house 
corporate production work, not 
broadcast, so anything too original 
would be a distraction. 

The installation process will take 
your shiny new download of Media 
Player 10 and overwrite it with Media 
Player 9 Some of the demo presenter 
content Is just bizarre, and can only 
leave buyers scratching their heads. For 
the UK market, PAL support is included, 
but only as an afterthought. All of the 
eye candy is in the US-based NTSC 
video format, which isn't directly 
compatible with UK systems. 
Communicator converts it, but this 
builds in a time-wasting transcoding 
effort that isnt necessary in a UK 
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The styles library includes a selection of 
backgrounds and title styles, but you'll 
have to supply your own presenter! 


product. The final quirk is the manual, 
which believes its a laugh riot when it 
really isn’t. Still, the proof is in the 
output, and the bottom line is that it 
can produce professional-looking 
results very quickly. 

You can get down to surprising 
levels of customisability if you want to. 
It's not a huge challenge to replace the 
standard title graphics with something 
that features a company logo, but the 
production wizard will handle many 
project needs straight out of the box. 
The final sweetener is a PowerPoint 
import tool, which converts a 
PowerPoint presentation straight to 
video. The only feature thats missing is 
live broadcast and web video 
Streaming. If you want these, you'll 
need the Studio version (which costs 
almost twice as much). Otherwise, Pro 
is more than enough for basic web, 
video CD and DVD production jobs in a 
corporate setting. 

Richard Wentk 








Guide to your 


SUPERDISCS 


Follow our project-based tutorials in this guide to your cover discs 


Three exclusives, two current full software applications and one great SuperDisc crammed 
full of useful, free software to keep you warm for the rest of the winter ... 





david.wiltshire@futurenet.co.uk 


Dave’s waxwork model (pictured 
above) will feature in Madame 
Tussauds spring show. He’s been 
inducted for his achievements in 
software procurement 






isual }* 2005 Express Edition is Microsoft's 
V) implementation of the Java language and is 

ideal for anyone with prior Java experience. Make 
use of the programming skills you already have, while still 
getting all the benefits of NET programming and 
professional Windows XP theming. 

In the mood for multimedia? Why not have a look at 
Paragons Easy CD/DVD Recorder 3? It replaces the 
complexity of most mastering software with three simple 
steps: choose the recording device, select the files to back 
up and start the operation. Continuing the multimedia 
theme, ShowShifter 2.05 caters for all your media 
requirements, enabling you to listen to music, watch 
videos and DVDs and even watch and record television 
programmes, all inside the same application. 

We've also managed to sneak on PDF-XChange Lite 34 
for making commercial print quality PDF files. 

The DVD bonuses this month include Readiris Pro 6 
OCR software, the secure login program Dekart Logon 2.19 
and Mandrakelinux 10.1 Community Edition003. Enjoy! 


SUBSCRIBE TODAY AND PAY JUST 
EVERY 3 MONTHS FOR 13 ISSUES OF PC PLUS MAGAZINE 


A subscription 
makes a 

creat gift! 
It lasts all year PLUS a 


FREE gift card to give 
to your recipient 





This month's SuperDisc 


software tutorials 

DVD ONLY PRODUCTS 

LR.LS Readiris Pro 6.0 202 
Mandrake 10.1 Community Edition ........... 204 
Dekart Logon 2.19 ......................12121111212122121212---. 20/7 
CD+DVD PRODUCTS 

Microsoft Visual }* 2005 Express ................. 198 
Paragon Easy CD/DVD Recorder 3.............. 200 
ShowShifter 2.05 .................-...2.21--1-1111212121212------ 201 
PDF-XChange Lite 3.4069 ow. 206 
BitDefender 7.20 Pro cece 20/ 


OU WON'T FIND 
er A BETTER 
OFFER! 


* Saving based on 13 issues bought on the UK newsstand. 
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APPLICATION DEVELOPMENT 

Microsoft Visual | 2005 Express Edition 
Take your Java to NET with this full beta release of 
Microsoft's latest Express programming tool. This beta 
contains everything you need to create full applications, 
from designing forms to final exporting. While not 
handling cross-platform development, you can now 
make your Java programming as smooth and efficient as 
any other language. Sample Calculator project and help 
files are included — along with full starters guide. 


videos and DVDs, record television 
programmes and even pause 

and rewind the action mid-broadcast. And 
this can all be managed from one handy 
location. The home computer really has 
become the jack-of-all-trades we've been 
promised for so long. 


<q MEDIA CENTRE 
ShowShifter 2.05 
If you fancy the idea of a computerised 
media center without the cost of buying 
a Media Center machine, ShowShifter, 
using a technology called ‘timeshifting’, 
will enable you to listen to music, watch 


<A OPTICAL CHARACTER RECOGNITION INUX DISTRIBUTION > 
ILR.LS. Readiris Pro 6 Mandrake 10.1 — 
Why waste time retyping faxes or other Community Edition 


paperwork? Readiris Pro avoids the 
usual complexity of OCR programs by 
including a wizard to do all the hard 
work for you. It reads scanned paper 
documents and image files, analyses 
the contents and converts them to 
editable documents, including images 
and tables. 


Get your hands on the latest version 
of one of the worlds most popular 
Linux distributions. It contains all the 
software you could possibly need, 
whether youre looking for office 
utilities or essential multimedia 
applications. And on top of all that, 
its completely free. 
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Lab Test: 
PIM trial software 


Your essential resources 


Qur collection of tools, utilities, archives and other useful goodies to enhance your computing 


ON CD 2 AND THE DVD 
ESSENTIAL FREEWARE 
Ch Standard 4.7 
CoffeeCup Free 

HTML Editor 7 
CS-RCS Basic 4 
eDrawings 2005 5 
Mozilla Thunderbird 1.0 
NeoCore XMS 3.12 
Photocopier 2.3 
Sim Aquarium 

Free Tank 2.3 
Splendid City Lite 4.3 
Sgirlz Morph 1.2b 
Swifty 1.0 
TerrainView Lite 2.3.2 
Volutive 1.1 
Winamp Full 5.07 


Zoom Player Standard 4.03 


Technical Support 


Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but Tel 
cannot provide assistance for either Linux software, or Website www.futurenet.com/support 
general application help for hardware, DOS or Windows. — Forums http://forum.pcplus.co.uk faulty, plea 


ESSENTIAL LINUX 
Mandrakelinux 

10.1 Community 
TopologiLinux 5 
Unison 2.10.2 
PDFKreator 0.2 
FreePOPs 0.0.19 
GTray 1.2 
OpenOffice.org 1.1.3 
phpMyAdmin 2.6.0-pl2 
phpMyBackupPro 1.1 
amaroK 1.1.1 
Kino 0.7.4 
Childsplay 0.72 


TRIAL SOFTWARE 
BitDefender 8 Pro Plus 
DivX Pro 5.2.1 
Inksaver 2 


Difficulties with your software? 
CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT 


London By Night Screensaver 
OpenLoad 4.5 

Paragon Drive Backup 6 
Paragon Hard Disk Manager 6.0 
PDF-Xchange Pro 3.4069 
Readiris Pro 10 

ShowShifter 3.10 

WS_FTP Pro 9.01 


PROGRAMMERS’ WORLD 
C# Masterclass 

C++ Masterclass 
Springboard Masterclass 
Delphi Masterclass 
Visual Basic Masterclass 
Wilf’s Workshop 


DVD EXTRAS 
PC Plus 2003 Archive 


Email pcplus.support@ futurenet.co.uk contact ou 
contact the retailer where you purchased this issue. 


01225 822 743 


The finest selection of demo PIM 
software from this month's Lab 
Test starting on page 111: 


Above & Beyond 2004 
Barca 1.1 
Time & Chaos 6.0.3 








Damaged or missing SuperDisc? 
MISSING SUPERDISC |f youre a subscriber then please 


r reader support team. Otherwise, please 


DAMAGED SUPERDISC If your cover disc appears to be 


se call our reader support team. 
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APPLICATION DEVELOPMENT 


peva sortware | Visual J* 2005 Express Edition 





The next instalment in the Express 2005 suite takes on Java, making it easy to transfer your 
skills while providing a more immediately manageable language to get started with. It’s the 
student's choice, but is packed with programming power for everyone to take advantage of 


ava may have taken a 
back seat in recent years, 
but as any programmer will 


tell you, it’s still very much in the 
mainstream. Not only the standard 
language of choice at universities 
and other educational facilities, 

its presence on the Internet and in 
applications has made it one of the 
few programming languages that the 
average web user is likely to know 
about. It's been a long time since 
anyone promoted an application 


ground up with C# or its ilk, you can 
enjoy all the improvements found in 
the Visual Studio suite with the 
language you're comfortable with. 

Even if you don't have any 
experience with Java programming, it 
can be an excellent place to start. Java 
isnt the most concise language you'll 
come across, but it is logical. Heres the 
simplest example: every programmers 
best friend, ‘Hello World’, in Java: 


CPU 1GHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000, XP or 2003 Server 


| 


WI aT 


UPGRADE 


Other Express utilities 

As ever, you'll find full information 
about using Visual }* 2005 in the help 
files and on Microsofts MSDN pages. 
This is a fully working beta version, 
with the final release due at some 
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Drag the properties window onto an 
arrow to lock it. 


public static void main (String 


point next year. If you encounter 
any problems working with it, be 
sure to report them — it’s the only 
way they'll be fixed. In most cases, 
glitches can be dealt with simply by 
reloading the program. 

While this version of Java is 
aimed at a rather different audience 
to the standard Sun release, any 
general information you find should 
be useful. If you come from a 
non-Java programming background, 
however, it may be worth trying the 
other Express utilities on offer. C# and 


Web Developer have already been on 


the SuperDisc, with others to come. 


http://msdn.microsoft.com 








Preparing to program ... 


based on its C++ or Pascal code. 


However, Visual }* is more different 
than you might expect. Rather than 
following the standard pattern of 
creating cross-platform code, 
everything you create is geared firmly 
for use on .NET systems (in other 
words, Windows). The benefit is that, 
rather than having to start from the 





The ‘Build’ options determine where 
your final file is located. 
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args [] ) 

{ 

System.out.println (“Hello 
World!”); 


} 


EI Hello, once again Lets fire up 
Visual }*. Install it from the disc, run it, 
and create a new Console Application 
project. If you've been using the 
Express products from the last two 
issues, it will come as no surprise that 
almost everything has been written 
for yOu. 

Heres where Visual |* really starts 
coming on in leaps and bounds. It's not 
simply a compiler for your code, but an 
extremely comprehensive editor. 
Comments can take as much space as 
you like, shrinking down to a few 
symbols with a tap of the mouse. Our 
main function (all nothing of it so far) 
follows suit — ensuring that you know 
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what everything is, without having to 
traipse through hundreds of potential 
lines to get to the function or class that 
you actually need to edit. 


E The Difference of difference 
Your biggest immediate problem is 
likely to come from Java itself. In the 
Space, you're asked to enter your own 
code. Type the following lines: 


System.out.println (“Hello 
World!”) ; 
System.Out.println (“Hello 
World!”) ; 


Spot the difference? You certainly will 
while typing — the first giving you a 
list of options ranging from ‘checkError’ 
to ‘write’, but the second magically 
Switching to ‘OutOfMemoryException’. 
Java is a case-sensitive language, and 
while Visual ]* will fix a few such 
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The help files provided with Visual J# 2005 
Express are an excellent guide to programming 
in .NET. Every major command is explained, not 

just in J# but in all the supported languages. These 
explanations include any other bits of information 
you'll need to know, from security implications to 
code implementation. 


To see what's going on in the wide world of 

Visual J#, consult the dedicated Microsoft 
website at http://msdn.microsoft.com/vjsharp/. 
You'll find news, tutorials and updates as the finished 
version heads to the shelves, and plenty of links to 
additional usergroups, plus information on how best 
to use it. 


Among these links is one for .NET discussions. 

A standard forum dedicated to hacking and 
thrashing out the bugs in this beta release, it’s a 
good way of seeing what other people are doing, 
and to make sure that any problems you may 
encounter are down to your own code rather than 
the ravages of pre-release. 
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The interface at a glance... 


File Tabs 
Switch between 
the parts of your 
program here 


Form Designer 
Objects display 
their properties at 
the bottom-right 
of the screen 


Debug 

Java can be tricky. 
Check what it’s up 
to when building 
and debugging code 


The Thr se ye 
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Click this button 
to fire up your 
program and see 


$< how it works 


Solution Explorer 
A full list of the 
pieces in your 
application, 
references and more 


Properties 

All you need to 
change the look and 
feel of the program's 
components 


ad Trae 
— ~~ 
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accidents for you, a typo can soon start 
to cause problems. On the plus side, it 
teaches you to take care with writing 
your code. 


E Cool and calculating code 

If you already have experience with 
Java, you may want to move straight 
onto the provided graphical Starter Kit 
project; this time, a calculator utility, For 
this, all the code is split into many 
different files. The actual calculator 
itself — the graphical form and 
associated controls — is found in the Ul 
directory with the name ‘Calculator 
Form sl’. Double-click on this to open 
it up. To open up a view of the 
underlying program code, simply right- 


click anywhere on the form and select 
‘View Code’. However, this being Visual 
Studio Express, most of the direct 
editing can be handled from the main 
screen — dragging and dropping 
numbers around the screen to create 
the worlds least intuitive calculator, or 
altering settings using a standard-issue 
‘Properties’ window. Using this, you can 
begin styling your application like any 
other Windows program. To build it, 
select the play button from the top of 
the screen, or select the ‘Properties’ 
option from the Project window to 
choose the name of the executable, 
followed by the ‘Build’ button. 

Nothing about the finished 
application gives away its Java roots — 


... and learn the ropes 
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FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 


Java's use in education 
means that, even if there 
arent many |* specific 
books out there, yet you 
can pick up the basic language easily. 
Community support can be found 

on Microsofts own news server at 
http://privatenews.microsoft.com. 
The login name is ‘VSUser’, with the 
password ‘Password’ 





Your first project doesn't have to be big. 
Start small and build from there. 


Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk. 


Visual J# produces executables, not 
class files, and the look is definitely 
Windows rather than the clunky 
software and applications associated 
with virtual machines. PCP 
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While not necessarily Visual J# specific, you'll 

find plenty of weblogs covering the .NET field in 
general. As you'll no doubt have discovered by now, 
it’s often more important to know the platform as a 
whole rather than its individual features. Reading the 
expert tips will give you a much greater understanding 
of how it all works. 


And of course, where would .NET be without 


the Internet? At http://samples.gotdotnet.com, 


you'll find plenty of QuickStart tutorials to get started 
with. Scroll down through ASP to ‘Common Tasks’ 
and ‘WinForms’ in a hunt for the information that you 
need, and keep it up on screen while you work. The 
Find tool makes it even faster. 


In the end, it’s all down to the programming. 

Having every command automatically completing 
itself makes coding extremely easy. It’s much harder 
to slip up while typing, and simple to remember the 
controls that you need, even in a crunch. Of course, 
you'll need to know the language itself before they'll 
go together properly. 
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FULL PROGRAM 
WORTH £23 


DISC MASTERING UTILITY 








Paragon Easy CD/DVD Recorder 3 





Tired of wading your way through long lists of options to perform a simple CD or DVD back- 
up? Paragon Easy CD/DVD Recorder replaces the complexity of mastering software with 
three simple steps: choose the recording device, select files to back up, and press go 


CPU 300MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 

OS Windows 98 or later 
OTHER CD/DVD Writer 


SERIAL CODE 


Not required 


UPGRADE 
Save 20% 


Most PC users have one somewhere; 
that pile of discs that you'll put back in 
their boxes later. Except that never 
quite happens, so you're forever 
swapping discs, until maybe one gets 
scratched and becomes unreadable. 
Paragon CD Emulator 3 helps you 

cut the clutter and avoid expensive 
accidents by building a library of virtual 
CDs or DVDs on your hard drive. These 
can then be loaded into any of up to 
23 virtual drives, and read by any 
application as though the disc were 
really there (instead of safely boxed 

up on your shelf). And as hard drives 
are much faster than optical drives, 
you'll get improved performance, too. 
What's more, right now you can get 

20 per cent off the price of CD Emulator 
3 (that’s £16 instead of £20), along 

with anything else in the Paragon 
range. Just visit WWW.paragon.ag, click 
the ‘Buy now’ link, then enter the 
coupon code ‘covermountt to qualify 
for your discount. 


WWW.paragon.ag 


© Easy CD/DVD Recorder 


Filesystem type 


hard drive packed with 
O digital photos is convenient 

when you want to view 
them, but also potentially risky. One 
major hardware crash, virus attack, 
fire or theft and you may lose 
everything. So now it’s time to 
protect your memories (and free 
some disk space) by using Easy CD/ 
DVD Recorder to move the entire 
collection to disc. 


El Expert or beginner? Easy CD/ 
DVD Recorder is designed to cut fancy 
disc options to a minimum, making it 
quick and easy to use. Occasionally, 
you do need a little more control, 
though, so Paragon has included an 
‘Expert mode’ for just those situations. 
We'll turn it on now to explore 
everything the program has to offer. 
Launch the program, select ‘Create data 
disc’, check the ‘Expert mode’ box, and 
click ‘Next’, 

Now you'll see a list of any optical 
drives attached to your PC. Click the CD 
or DVD writer youre going to use, and 
make sure its got a blank CD ready for 
your files. (You should see the word 
‘Blank’ in the ‘Size, MB’ column). Click 
Next when youre ready, 


A Choose your file system 
When your'e not in Expert mode, 
EasyCD/DVD Recorder automatically 
selects the file system for your target 
disc. AS we've requested the Expert 
options, this time you get the option 
to choose from a list of three types. 
Which file system is best? It all 





Select the filesystem type you want to create on the disc 


Filesystem type 
C 1509660 


C UDF, version 


l Level 1 zÍ 


(@ |SOSB660 + Joliet UNICODE name extensions 


[1-02 =] 








Bootable extension 





IV Enable El Torito bootable extension 


Boot image | Browse... | 














< Back | L se | Cancel | 


Create bootable CDs from a boot image file with just a few mouse clicks. 
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©" Easy CD/DVD Recorder 


Device selection 





Select the device to use 


È- Devices 


Qg TOSHIBA DVD-ROM SD-M1712 No disc 


02 MATSHITA DVD-RAM SwW-9571 No disc 


~- Qagos TOSHIBA CD-ROM EMULATOR No disc 


You must insert a writable disc! 








Don't click ‘Next’ on the Device Selection screen until you've placed a blank disc in 
your CD/DVD burner, or you'll be treated to some error messages. 


depends on what you want to do. If 
youre creating an audio CD, choose 
IS09660. This is also the best choice 
if you want to create a bootable disc 
from an image file. Select ISO9660, 
check ‘Enable El Torito bootable 
extension’, then ‘Browse’ and locate 
your boot image. 

If youre writing to DVDs or just 
creating discs for use in your PC, then 
opt for UDF instead. The version 
number will be greyed out at 1.02, but 
don't worry — this normal and is the 
best option for compatibility. Once 
you've made your choice, click ‘Next’ 
to move on. 


E Add files and folders Now you 
get to choose which files and folders 
will be backed up to the disc. The 
simplest option is to click Add Files’ 
and choose the images youd like for 
the disc. They'll all be dumped in the 
single default folder. 

You may want to organise your 
images into groups, though — perhaps 
a folder for each major family holiday, 
Click ‘New Dir’ for every folder you 
need and give it an appropriate name. 
Now click a particular folder and select 
Add Files’ again to save particular 
images there. Or perhaps your images 
are already organised in a neat set of 
folders? In which case, click Add Dir(s)’ 
and include them directly on the disc. 

However you add your files, keep 
an eye on the bar and figures at the 
bottom of the screen. This shows the 


amount of space your images have 
taken compared with the total capacity 
of the disc. If you've added too many 
and the bar has moved into the red 
zone, just remove a few files and 
folders until it's green again. Click 
‘Next’ when youre finally done. 


E Set burning options The final 
screen contains a few advanced 
burning options. Unfortunately, not 
everything is available in this version, 
so don't be surprised if many of them 
are greyed out. 

You can choose not to perform a 
power calibration before burning. This 
isn't wise, as a laser calibration should 
improve the reliability of the burn 
process. Leave this option checked. 

You can opt to have the disc 
ejected when Easy CD/DVD Recorder is 
finished. Theres also the option to pick 
a slower write speed rather than the 
default ‘Fastest’. This may be handy 
if your drive is having trouble writing 
to those ‘bargain’ discs you bought on 
eBay, but otherwise can be ignored. 

Now click Next | Start, and leave 
the program to do its work. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Need more help on writing CDs? 
Andy McFaddenss CD-Recordable FAQ 
(www.cdrfaq.org) has all the 


definitions, guidance and advice 
you'll ever need. 





Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 


FULL PRODUCT 
AS SOLD FOR £30 


MEDIA CENTRE 


TUTORIALS 


ShowShifter 2.05 





Fancy the idea of a computerised media center without the cost of buying a Media Center 
machine? ShowShifter will enable you to listen to music, watch videos and DVDs, and even 
watch and record television programmes — all from the same place 





E/ 





CPU 800MHz or faster 

RAM 64MB 

OS Windows 98 or later 

OTHER DVD codec for DVD playback, 
TV card, DirectX 9 Windows Media 
Player 71 or later 


















































SERIAL CODE __ 2 
Not required 
Upgrade to ShowShifter 


3.10 and Pro edition 


The latest version of ShowShifter is 
packed with even more features to 
help you turn your computer into 

a media hub for your home. There 
are a number of different versions 

of ShowShifter for you to choose 
from. ShowShifter 3.10 includes an 
enhanced MPEG2 decoder, which 

not only means that you don't have 
to have other DVD software installed 
to play DVD through the program, 

but you can produce files which are 
better suited for burning to DVD when 
recording TV footage. Theres also the 
Electronic Programme Guide, which 
provides TV listings for the next seven 
days. Opt for the Pro edition and 
you'll also get the DivX Pro codec, 
which can be used to create much 
smaller video files with no noticeable 
loss of quality. Theres also a DVB 
(Digital Video Broadcasting) edition 
of the program, which is compatible 
with DVB-TV cards, so you can enjoy 
the benefits of Digital TV through 
ShowShifter. 


www.showshifter.com/ 
shop. 


You can choose from a number 
of formats when capturing TV 
footage, to balance the 
recording quality and file size. 


shiite 





he home computer really 
Q has become the jack-of-all- 

trades that has been 
promised for so long. Using 
ShowShifter, you can manage all of 
your media from one handy location: 
playing CDs and DVDs, listening to 
music files and watching videos, and 
watching telly (if you have a TV 
capture card installed) from within 
the same program. ShowShifter uses 
a technology called ‘timeshifting’, a 
term familiar to anyone who already 
owns a PVR (Personal Video 
Recorder), which enables you to 
pause live broadcasts. ShowShifter 
not only enables you to record 
television programmes to your hard 
disk, but also pause and even 
rewind the action mid-broadcast. 


E Configuring ShowShifter 

The first time you run the program, 

a wizard will guide you through the 
process of configuring the software. 
Start by selecting your TV and sound 
cards, followed by the television format 
youre using and the type of broadcast 
you receive (which will be either 
satellite or normal aerial). When you 
reach the ‘Tune The Channels’ step, 
clicking Autotune’ will usually find all 
available channels, though you 

can fine-tune settings to improve 
reception if necessary. When all of the 
configuration is complete, the main 
ShowShifter menu will be displayed. 


A Capturing television recording 
At the main screen, click the 
‘Television’ link and select one of the 
channels you've tuned from the 
selection on the right of the screen. 
Beneath the television picture, 
ShowShifter displays the amount of 
free space you have 
available on your 
fastest and largest 
hard drive. You can 
choose the format 
in which recordings 
are saved by 
clicking the 
‘Compression 
Setting’ button at 
the bottom of the 
screen (fourth from 
the left). From here, 
you can choose 


shifter 





If you have an ATi remote control, you have the added option of using it to navigate 
through the numerous menus found in ShowShifter. 


which video and audio settings you 
would like to use, when you record 
programmes in general and when 
ShowShifting (pausing live broadcasts). 
You can use the menus to select from 
any of the pre-configured settings, or 
click the ‘Compression Profiles’ button 
to fine-tune the settings to your liking. 
If youre watching TV and theres 
something you would like to save to 
your hard disk for posterity, simply hit 
the ‘Record’ button. Alternatively, to 
use the ShowShifting feature, hit the 
‘Pause’ button and the broadcast will 
be paused and recorded until you 
return to your computer and press 
‘Play’. To halt any type of recording, 
whether in standard or ShowShifting 
mode, just press the ‘Stop’ button. 


E Scheduling recordings 
ShowShifter can be programmed just 
like any ordinary VCR to record 
programmes at a set time and date. 
When youre in TV viewing mode, click 
the ‘Timer’ button at the bottom of the 
screen followed by the ‘+’ button. You 
can then enter a meaningful name for 
your recording, as well as choose the 
Start and finish time on a given date. 
Select the channel you want to record 
from and use the ‘Repeat’ menu to set 
up a regular recording schedule, if 
necessary (if you want to record the 
same programme each week, for 


example). Use the ‘Profile’ menu to 
select the quality at which you would 
like to record and then use the ‘tick’ 
button to save your settings. You can 
access all of your recordings by clicking 
the ‘Disk’ button on the Television 
page and then make a selection from 
the videos, which are displayed. 


O Working with other media 
ShowShifter isn't just about television. 
From the start-up screen, you can 
also opt to watch video files or a DVD, 
listen to a CD or other music files on 
your hard drive, or view pictures. 
When you launch the ‘Jukebox’ for 
the first time, ShowShifter will scan 
your computer for music files and 
automatically add them to a central 
playlist which you can sort. Likewise, 
with the ‘Picture Viewer’, you'll be 
prompted to select which folders you 
Store Images in and ShowShifter will 
automatically display thumbnails of 
any images it finds. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


If youre experiencing problems 
with ShowShifter or youd like to 
talk to other users of the program 


to exchange hints and tips, search 
through the ShowShifter bulletin board 
at www.showshifter.com/cgi-bin/ 
ultimatebb.cgi. 





Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 
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OPTICAL CHARACTER RECOGNITION 


asso ror e50 | 1.R.1.8. Readiris Pro 6 





Why waste time laboriously retyping faxes or other paperwork? Readiris Pro reads scanned 
paper documents and image files, analyses the contents and converts them to editable 
documents. This includes images and tables, so the original should be reproduced exactly 


CPU 66M! or faster 

RAM 32MB 

OS Windows 98 or later 

OTHER TWAIN-compliant scanner 


SERIAL CODE 


Enter 536012072004152 when 
requested, then click Register | 
Registration Wizard 


UPGRADE 
Save £35 


Readiris Pro 6 handles a wide range 
of documents, but version 10 pushes 
things to a whole new level. It now 
recognises pages in up to 117 
different languages, and the new 
Intelligent Character Recognition 
engine can even read hand-printed 
Capital letters, numbers and symbols. 
(That's hand-printed with separate 
letters, rather than joined-up cursive 
script, but it’s still a big step forward.) 

The redesigned interface 
improves performance and accuracy, 
and there are plenty of other 
bonuses. Readiris Pro 10 normally 
costs £105 but, right now, you can 
upgrade for only £70. Head off to 
Widget (www.widget.co.uk) to find 
out more. 


www.irislink.com 


eadiris Pro 6 avoids the 
Q usual complexity of OCR 
programs by including a 


wizard to do all the hard work for 
you. In many cases, this automatic 
page translation is all you'll need to 
use. There will always be more 
difficult pages where this doesn't 
quite work, though, like a document 
that’s poorly printed, or features 
some interesting coffee stains. For 
situations like this you might need to 
work through the process manually; 
and here's what's involved. 


El Control your settings Taking 
control over Readiris Pro starts by 
tweaking its settings to suit your 
needs. Click ‘Settings/Scanner’, select 
‘Scanner Model’ and pick your scanner 
from the list. IF you can't see it there, 
the ‘Twain <other models> (User 
interface)’ option should work with 

just about anything. 

The other settings here should 
match whatever you choose in the 
TWAIN driver. Elsewhere, adjusting 
contrast and brightness may be 
worthwhile if the page is lightly printed 
and youre not getting a clear image. 

Click ‘Settings/Text Format’ for more 
useful Readiris Pro options. Under 
‘Layout’, you can choose exactly what 
youre trying to extract from the page; 
the body text only, the text in its 
original word and paragraph format, or 


Sample image testing 








interested in English.jpg. 





Who said OCR was complex? Even if you bypass 
the OCR Wizard and work manually, Readiris 6 is 
easy to use, as this sample image test shows. Click 
Settings | Page Analysis so that it’s not checked, then 
select File | Open. Readiris comes with various 
document images to test the program, but we're 





Defining a Sort Order helps Readiris understand the flow of text across a page, 
otherwise you'd have scanned text that doesn’t really make narrative sense. 


the entire source document. Select 
‘Create body text’ if Readiris Pro has 
problems following your document. 

What should happen to the 
extracted text? Choose the option you 
need in the ‘Output’ section. Select 
‘Send to’ if youd like the text to be 
opened in Microsoft Word or Excel, or 
saved to the clipboard. Click ‘External 
file’ to save the text in a variety of 
different formats. 


Ø Scan the page Turn ‘Page Analysis’ 
off (‘Settings/Page Analysis’ shouldn't 


A word about OCR % 


æ | The aim of OCR is to automa 
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on the page). 
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By default, the page will be resized to fit your 
Readiris window. This is fine for a quick 
overview, but it means you could miss problems 
caused by poorly scanned (or printed) documents. 
Use the ‘View’ menu options to zoom in on the fine 
detail if you'd like a closer look (or try right-clicking 





be checked). Click ‘Scan’ on the toolbar, 
and your normal scanner TWAIN driver 
will appear. Run a preview and make 
any adjustments you like, then carry 
out the final scan. Bear in mind that the 
scan needs to match whatever Readiris 
expects, as set up in the ‘Settings/ 
Scanner’ dialog. If you can only set up 
the program for a black and white scan, 
don't request a colour scan in the 
TWAIN driver, for instance. 
Inconvenient? It can be, especially 
if youre scanning lots of pages and 
need to change the scan type regularly. 


ea eal 


Right now, this whole document is just an 
image, so what would you like to extract? Let's 
go for the first two paragraphs of text. Click the yellow 
‘Text Window’ icon in the right-hand toolbar, then click 
at the top-left corner of the paragraph. Release the left 
mouse button before dragging to the bottom-right, 


and then click again. 


The interface at a glance... 


OCR Wizard 

The OCR Wizard 
walks you through 
the process of 
choosing settings 


Manual Controls 
You can also 

scan image files 
and documents 
manually 


Settings 

Which language 

is used in the 
document? Control 
all program 
options here 


Page Icons 

Open multiple 
documents and 
they'll each get an 
icon here 


As an alternative, you can use your 
regular scanning or image-editing 
software to scan the pages, and save 
them all as normal. Now just use ‘File/ 
Open’ in Readiris Pro to work on the 
image files directly. 

When youve scanning documents, 
try to make sure they're not skewed — 
rotating a page by 45 degrees doesn't 
help Readiris Pro analyse a page at all! 
A small amount of skew (less than half 
a degree) has no significant effect, 
though, and the program includes a 
de-skewing’ function to automatically 
correct more severely skewed pages. 

Theres less need to worry about 
page alignment. Readiris Pro comes 
with ‘Rotate left’, ‘Rotate right’ and 
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the direction of text flow. 


Repeat the process with the bottom two 
paragraphs of text. We'd like to include the 
image, too, so select the ‘Graphic toolbar’ icon and 
draw a window around the picture (this will have a 
blue border only — it won't be filled). The red and blue 
lines that appear represent the Sort Order, and show 







‘Upside down’ functions, so its easy 
to flip the page by 90 or 180 degrees. 


E Analysis, sorting and output 
After you've scanned a page, it should 
appear in the main screen. You can 
then scan or open others, as Readiris 
Pro can have multiple pages open at 
the same time. Click the green page 
icons on the status bar to switch 
between them. 

Next, Readiris Pro needs to know 
which areas of the page youd 
like it to scan, and what they may 
contain. These could be blocks of 
text, graphics or tables, and you 
define them by drawing the 
appropriate windows on the page 


Text Format 


Page Image 
Colour-coding highlights 
text (yellow), tables 
(purple) and graphics 
(blue border) 


(see ‘Sample image testing’ for more 
guidance). Some pages use many 
different columns, and Readiris Pro 
must sort these into order to get the 
text flowing correctly. If the program 
cant work this out itself, then you can 
assist. Click ‘Sort’ and click each 
column in the order in which the text 
flows. Red arrows are drawn from one 
column to the next, with arrowheads 
showing the page direction. 

When youre finished, click 
‘Recognize and your various text 
windows will be scanned. Readiris 
Pro will ask for your help if it's not sure 
about a particular item of text, then 
export the finished text to the file or 
application of your choice. PCP 





r Output 
@ Sendto 


© External file 








r Layout 
© Create body text 


© Retain word and paragraph formatting 


ELE igi ey | | 


@ Recreate source document 





Define Windows 
Manually analysing 
a page involves 
drawing text, 
graphic or table 
windows over a 
scanned page 


Analyse and 
Deskew 

If the image is 
angled, click 
‘Analyse’, and 
Readiris extracts from 
the areas you define 


Page View 

These buttons deal 
with sizing your page 
view. Options include 
‘Fit to window’, 

‘Fit to width’ and 
‘Actual size’ 


Rotate Page 

Use the Rotate 
buttons to flip the 
page 90 degrees left 
or right, or turn it 
upside down 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


OCR results depend 
heavily on your scanner, 
so look for scanning 


advice on ScanTips 
(www.scantips.com) and About. 
com (desktoppub.about.com/b/ 
a/078004.htm). 





Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk. 
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r Options 


F 
Poi 


IV Merge lines into paragraphs 


IV Include graphics 








to make your choice. 





Cancel | 


Once Readiris has extracted the text and 
image, it can send them to one of a list of 
applications, or save them in a variety of different 
file formats (options include RTF, Microsoft Word 
and HTML). Which option is best for you? Click 
Settings | Text Format (or ‘Format’ on the toolbar) 








Click ‘Recognise’ to begin page analysis. If 
Readiris isn't sure about something, it will 
display its best guess for the character in question. 
Change it if necessary, click ‘Learn’, and the program 
shouldn't ask you next time. Repeat for any other 
problem areas, and sit back as Readiris exports the 


document in your chosen format. 
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FREE FULL 
PROGRAM 





LINUX DISTRIBUTION 








Mandrake 10.1 Community Edition 


Get your hands on the latest version of one of the world’s most popular Linux distribution. 
All the software you need, whether you're looking for office utilities, essential multimedia 
applications, or just kicking back to enjoy yourself. And it’s all completely free 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 128MB 
OS N/A 


SERIAL CODE 


Not required 


UPGRADE 


Stay up to date 

IF you enjoy this edition of Mandrake, 
keep watching its web page for future 
releases. While Linux itself is free, the 
people and companies supporting it 
do have to make money via selling 
boxed copies — along with the 
services that go with them. It's 
because of people paying for the 
finished distributions that they can 
go on to fund individual programs, 
initiatives and other projects that 
make the system better for 
everybody. For more information, 
take a look at the Mandrake Club. 


www.mandrakesoft.com 


andrake makes it as easy 

as possible to install Linux, 

while still giving you full 
control over what you choose. 
Getting everything installed isn’t so 
straightforward if you're not used to 
burning ISO images, but we've 
included full instructions of how 
to do this on our SuperDisc. 


After booting up, the initial splash 
screen gives you the choice of jumping 
Straight into the installation, or selecting 
extra options. In most cases, you can 
get Started straight away. If you already 
have a Mandrake installation, you can 
attempt to upgrade it from the first 
screen, but usually you'll want to start 
a fresh installation. 

Here comes the tricky part. If 
you want your entire computer given 
over to your new Mandrake Linux 
installation, you can simply scrub 
everything clean and fill your whole 
hard drive with open source goodness. 
However, chances are, that you'll be 
installing onto a system with Windows 
already installed. Linux and Windows 
can coexist on the same hard drive, 
thanks to a system called ‘dual- 
booting’. Mandrake can resize the 
amount of drive space given over to 
Windows, as well as set your system 
up to display a selection menu when 
you boot it up, but make sure that you 
take back-ups of all your essential files 


Spotlight on Linux functions 


Zz Marndrakelinus 





A hard disk is divided into partitions, each 
accessed as a separate data storage area. Unlike 
Windows, Linux installations generally use two or 
more partitions — a swap partition used for temporary 
data storage and a root partition for everything else. 
Adding a third for the home directory makes it much 


as, PO Plus - Konqueror 


Location Edit View Go Bookmarks Tools Settings Window Help 


OQO OO d 





| EB Location: | @ hnttp:/www.pcplus.co.uk/ 


BE Mi 





f J> Mandrakesoft ¥> Mandrakestore Ji Mandrakeciub J Mandrakeexpert J> Mandrakeonline 2 Dr.Web - Antivirus Tools © ha t 





PCPlus © 


356 downloads, 1330 reviews, 169 tutorials 


Home Reviews 
+ Downloads 
+ Reviews 
+ Tutorials 

Columns 


HelpDesk Digital Workshop Opus Presenter 04 


MSI K8N Neo2 Platinum 
HP iPAQ rx3715 
More Reviews 


Competitions 
Newsletter 
Subscribe 

PDF archive 
Shopping 
Compare prices 


Forum 


Creative Zen PMC 
Microsoft and Creative Labs come 
together to create a portable media 
center, but is it any good? 
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You can browse the Internet — either with built-in browser, Konqueror, or a replacement 


like Mozilla FireFox. 


before letting it do this. You'll need a 
couple of gigabytes of free space to 
install the full Linux operating system 
and have some breathing room for 
your documents and other extra files. 


E The world of open source 
Next, we get into the main part of the 
installation and choose which software 
packages we want to install. Dont be 
tempted to select everything just in 
case you need it. lts easy to install 
things later on, and saves bloating up 
your system with tools and applications 





easier to install new distributions/distros. 
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Eventually, you'll need to install extra software 

from the disc. The Mandrake Control Centre 
includes a section called Software Management, in 
which you'll find four icons. Click on ‘Install’ to run the 
package installer and simply click the boxes to select 
the applications you want. 


you'll never get around to touching. 
The one exception to this is the 
Development package group. 

Mandrake's supplied packages are 
pre-installed and ready for action, but if 
you ever need to install something 
from source, you'll need a compiler and 
the kernel source. However many 
boxes you tick, package installation can 
take a while — this is an excellent 
Opportunity to make yourself a nice 
cup of tea. 

Once the files are installed, its time 
to set everything up. You'll need to set 


= 








By default, Mandrake uses the KDE graphical 
desktop, but you can easily switch it to GNOME. 
Its design has been slightly reworked to make it more 
familiar without having to learn where everything 
goes. However, it can easily be reconfigured if you 
want an entirely different look. 


The interface at a glance... 


Home Directory 

Your personal file 
storage area. Every user 
has their own, all 
password protected 


KDE Menu 
Software installed 
with Mandrake is 
automatically 
added to the list 





Star Menu 

The Mandrake 
equivalent of the 
Start button 





a root or ‘Super User’ password, which 
you'll need whenever you want to 
make changes to your system or install 
additional software packages. Next, 
you'll be asked to create one or more 
regular user accounts — one for every 
person using the machine. This 
enables everyone to have their own 
settings, files and emails, and keeps 
them out of view. 

Keep moving on through the 
options and don't skip anything. 
Failing to configure your display 
corrector will result in a text-based 
login rather than an easy graphical 
environment. Finally, if you have a 
network connection ready to use, you 
can update both Mandrake and your 
installed applications from the 
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installation itself — ensuring that 
everything is good to go when you 
finally reboot into your new operating 
system. Mandrake has a reputation for 
favouring the latest software. This can, 
however, result in extra bugs. Updating 
everything now will save you potential 
trouble later on. 


A Up and running When you 
reboot, you'll see a menu to choose 
the OS you want to boot. The Failsafe 
option will boot up Linux, and it’s 
ideal if you mis-configured your 
settings. Log in from the text prompt 
and type ‘drakconf’ to run the 
configuration tools in text mode. 
Assuming all went well, you'll be 
taken to the main login screen. You'll 


Introducing the applications 








There are plenty of media players for Linux, 
but Amarok is one of the newest and most 
interesting. The concept behind it is to integrate all 
your music and play it through one simple interface. 
Advanced features include track searching, streaming 
media lists and a highly configurable display. 





any tool to see how it works. 


The GIMP has long been the favoured graphics 
application on the Linux platform, handling a 
wide range of file formats and even dabbling with 
animation. To get to its power, however, you'll have to 
navigate the floating toolbars. Hover your mouse over 





be asked to choose the type and 
theme of your desktop environment, 
as well as fill in your name and 
address. This sets the defaults in a 
number of your applications, and is 
well worth doing. 

Now try some of the great software 
you installed. Depending on your 
installation options, you probably 
have just about everything you need, 
from office software to multimedia 
applications. Most of these are 
accessed through the ‘Start’ menu. 

If youre familiar with this in Windows, 
the Linux equivalent isn't so different. 
Start by exploring the Applications’ 
sections; even if the names don't 
mean much to you, the groupings 
should make it easy to work out. PCP 


Window Controls 
Much like Windows - but 
right-click and you can 
pin any window to the 
top of the screen 













Shortcuts 
Access your 
most used 
software with 
a single click 


Taskbar 

Click to bring 

up options for 
currently running 
applications 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 





Questions about Linux? 
Have them answered at 
www.linuxquestions.org 
— or consult the mighty 
Google. No matter what 
trouble you run into, you 
can guarantee that 
someone else has been 
there first. 


Email SuperDisc 


problems to peplus. 
support@futurenet.co.uk 
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office suite capable of going head to 
it's yours...completely free! It even 
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It’s not just about the big name products. With 

Kstars, you can explore the universe from the 
comfort of your computer chair. Mandrake comes with 
many interesting and untapped programs to explore. 
Don't dedicate all your time to the big names like 


OpenOffice.org when there’s so much more to see. 
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TRACKER SOFTWARE PRODUCTS LTD 





Who said PDF authoring was a complex and expensive business? PDF-XChange installs a 
virtual printer driver on your PC that generates high-quality PDF files in a few mouse clicks. 
Create your document as normal, and print to PDF-XChange. Give it a name and that’s it 


CPU 166MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Visit www.docu-track.com/promo/ 
to create an account using the code. 
In the account screen, choose ‘My 
Serials’ (found under User Tools) and 
click ‘send serial by email’. 


UPGRADE 


Save 50% 


This Lite version of PDF-XChange is 
simple to use, but for real control 
over the finished results, you'll need 
to upgrade. PDF-XChange Pro comes 
with a wide range of compression 
options. For instance, you can 
compress text, choose image format 
and quality, control image indexing 
(a repeated image is stored once only 
in the file), and more. 

Usually sold at a retail price of 
$70 (£38), you can upgrade from Lite 
to Pro at half price, or just $35 (£19 
ex VAT). Log in using the username 
and password you created during 
registration to get your 50 per cent 
discount, but dont spend too long 
thinking about it — this offer expires 
15 March 2005. 


www.docu-track.com 


he Internet is great for 
carrying out research until 
it’s time to share your 


findings with others. Long lists of 
URLs are inconvenient for your 
colleagues if they just want to read 
what you've found. Saving pages 
doesn’t always work, and still leaves 
you with a mass of files and folders 
to navigate. 

The alternative? PDF-XChange 
can save the first page as a PDF 
file, and append the other pages 
to the same file. Now you've got a 
single, compact file that’s easy to 
distribute and view. Here's how to 
make this work. 


E Header help its convenient to 
print web pages into a single file, but 
you'll want each URL included as a 
reminder about where it came from. 
Set this up in Internet Explorer by 
clicking File | Page Setup. 

The Header and Footer boxes can 
contain a variety of macro codes. Most 
useful are &w (replaced by the window 
title), &u (the page URL), perhaps &D 
(long date) or &P (number of pages); try 
something like &w - &u : &D (&P). 


Ø Create the file To save a web 
page, click File | Print, and choose 
PDF-XChange as your printer driver. 
Select the pages you would like to 
print, or click ‘Selection’ to print. 


How to produce the perfect PDF 


The steps we've described produce PDFs using 

the default settings, but there’s more control 
available if you need it. Open the Control Panel 
Printers applet, right-click on PDF XChange Lite and 
select Properties | Printing Preferences | Paper. Here, 
you can set page size, orientation and resolution, 


among other settings. 
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Generate commercial print quality PDF files (up to 2,400dpi) with a couple of mouse 
clicks, from just about any Windows application. 


Click ‘Print’ and your PDF file will be 
generated. Enter a filename, choose a 
folder, and click ‘Save’. The file will be 
displayed in Acrobat Reader, enabling 
you to check that it's worked correctly. 


Ei Append and append and... 
Once you've found another page you 
would like to report, click File | Print 
again. Select the PDF-XChange Lite 
driver again, and click ‘Print’. 

Find and click on the file you saved 
earlier, and check the Append to 
Existing PDF’ file at the bottom of the 
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each file created. 
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The PDF file you create can contain information 

on its title, subject matter, author and more, 
which will be available in Acrobat Reader during 
viewing. Click ‘Document Info’ if you'd like to specify 
all these values now, or check ‘Ask for document 
information on printing start’ to enter new text for 











screen. Click ‘Save’ and choose ‘Merge 
with Existing (Append To)’ as your 
action. This page is appended to the 
last one. Repeat these steps with other 
Sites until youre finished. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Mastering application print settings 
will improve your PDF XChange 
results. Learn more about IE web 


page printing at support.microsoft. 
com/?kbid=306786 





Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 
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There’s nothing too difficult about producing files 

with PDF XChange Lite, but tweak the default 
settings and it gets even easier. Click ‘Save’, for 
instance, select ‘Use Predefined Values’ and the 
program will save files automatically with the name 
and folder defaults you specify. The ‘Save As’ dialog 


need never slow you down again. 


SECURITY SUITE 


FULL PROGRAM 
WORTH £15 





BitDefender 7.20 Pro «monts otupdates 





Keep your PC safe from online dangers with this combined firewall and antivirus application 





D nstall BitDefender and it 
starts protecting your PC 
immediately; no need for 
complicated set-up or configuration. 
But are the default settings exactly 
what you need? Exploring the 
options on offer could improve 
security and performance. 


E Activity bar After set-up, 
BitDefender leaves an Activity bar’ 
floating in the bottom right-hand corner 
of your screen. Drag and drop files onto 
the bar to scan them for viruses, or just 
keep an eye on it for a graph of file 
and Internet traffic scans. If this isn't for 
you, then right-click on the bar and 
select ‘Hide’ to remove it completely. 


Ø Shield and firewall Right-click 
on the BitDefender toolbar and select 
Show | Shield & Firewall. Explore 
‘Protect file system & P2P’ and you'll 
find some interesting defaults, like no 


virus scanning inside archives 
(presumably for speed) or files 
greater than 5,000KB. Tweak these 
to suit your needs. 

Theres also the option to limit 
the use of cookies and scripts by 
domain name. It might be worth 
enabling these if your browser 
doesn't provide the same features. 


Ei Faster scanning Full system 
antivirus scans take quite a while, 
which is why most people dont run 
them as frequently as they should. If 
you leave your PC on all of the time, 
then click ‘Scheduler’ instead and get 
BitDefender to run them automatically, 
(overnight is usually a perfect time to 
do this, when your'e not using the PC). 
Alternatively, set up a less intensive 
scan to check your boot areas, 
Windows and perhaps Program Files 
folder. It runs quickly, and you can still 
do a full scan every week or so. PCP 


SECURE USER AUTHENTICATION 


FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £20 
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BitDefender comes with cookie and 
script controls, but they're not turned on 
by default, so be sure to check this first. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 








Now that you've got a firewall and 
antivirus tool, read more about how 
to secure Windows with the news 
and reviews at Windows Security 
(www.windowsecurity.com) 





Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 


Dekart Logon 2.19 





CPU 200Mtz or faster 

RAM 64MB 

OS Windows 98 or later 

OTHER 40MB disk space, Internet 
Explorer 4 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Not required 


UPGRADE 
Save 20% 


Upgrade to BitDefender 8 Professional 
Plus and you'll get an anti-spam 
module, integration with the 
Windows XP Security Centre, and a 
bootable Rescue CD to recover from 
serious crashes. 

Upgrade prices range from £23 for 
a single user, one year, to £99 for four 
users over three years. Enter the PC 
Plus coupon code when upgrading — 
pcplus0101 — to qualify for a 20 per 
cent discount. 








www.bitdefender.com 





Improve your PC security by logging on using both a password and a hardware key 


©) ekart Logon works with a 
variety of USB security keys 
and flash drives, smart card readers 
and biometric devices. If you don't 
have any of these, with a little 
preparation, you can use a floppy 
disk instead. Here's what to do ... 





E Enable floppy recognition By 
default, Dekart Logon doesn't check 
your floppy drive for a security key, but 
a quick Registry tweak will change this. 
Run REGEDIT, click on HKEY_LOCAL_ 
MACHINE\SOFTWARE\Dekart, then 
select Edit | New | Key. Call the new 
key ‘SmartKey’. 

Click on ‘SmartKey’ and select Edit 
| New | DWORD Value, and give it the 
name ‘UseFloppy’. Double-click on that 
value, and set ‘Value data’ to 1. Click 
‘OK’ and close REGEDIT. 


E Create a key Launch the Dekart 
Logon Administrator and it will start 


looking for keys immediately. 
Push a formatted floppy into the 
drive to see it appear as device 
‘Virtual A:\’ (we don't understand 
the ‘Virtual’ bit either). Click this 
and enter a password before 
selecting Activate’. 


E Time to reboot Reboot 
and you'll be able to log in by 
entering your user and domain/ 
workgroup name, or by using 
the floppy. To guarantee more security, 
open the ‘Logon Administrator’, click 
‘Settings’ and tell the program to only 
allow logon with both your password 
and the security key. This is a much 
Safer bet but, of course, you must 
then treat your key with great care 
(there are no back doors to get in if 
you lose it). Floppys are too easily 
corrupted to rely on, so make 

Sure you copy the file it contains 

to a CD instead. PCP 





Dekart Logon can automatically lock your 
PC when the security key is removed, 
preventing access by curious passers-by. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 





If your USB flash drive doesn't work 
with Dekart Logon, visit the author's 
Support pages and forum for tweaks 
that may help (www.dekart.com/ 
forum). 





Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 
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CPU 133Mhz or faster 

RAM 32MB 

OS Windows 98 or later 

OTHER 2MB disk space, PC/SC 
compatible smart card reader/USB 
drive/floppy drive/CD writer 


SERIAL CODE 


Not required 


UPGRADE 
Save 20% 


The latest version of Dekart Logon 
adds support for ACOS1 and ACOS2 
smart cards, as well as ePass 2000 
USB tokens. Regular buyers pay £20 
($39) for this, but with PC Plus you get 
a special discount of 20 per cent. Just 
visit www.dekart.com, click ‘Buy 
now’ and use the coupon code 
tr56d3gfcx. 








www.dekart.com/ 
offers/logon 





Wavey's Web 





Everything may be getting smaller, but one thing that's growing is the number of 
people using handheld PCs. Davey Winder looks at the best online resource sites 


Ithough the divide between desktop, 

laptop and handheld is not as clear as 
it once was with Tablet PCs and Smartphones 
muddying the water, one thing is still crystal 
clear: the PDA concept remains at the heart of 
‘handheld computing’ no matter what the 
device is that enables it. Actually, two things 
remain: the second being the incredible 
amount of largely community driven archived 
information on the web for both user and 
developer alike. Whether you want news or 
reviews, development tools or client software, 
we know just the sites to visit. 


PocketProjects.com 
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PocketProjects 

www.pdastreet.com 

There are many ‘reviews and forums’ sites for 

the handheld PC fan, from a user or developer 
perspective. Brighthand (www.brighthand.com) 
is six-years old and gets a million visitors a 
month, but the forums are fairly sparse, the 
reviews sparser. PDA Street is very busy, but the 
forums aren't focused enough with just one for 
Palm, another for Pocket PC, one for Psion and so 
on. All of which leaves PocketProjects (http:// 
pocketprojects.pocketgear.com) the clear winner. 
Aimed squarely at the handheld PC development 
community its busy and authoritative. It's a bit like 
a handheld version of MSDN. Forum subjects 


include Pocket PC web/Java development, Visual 
(++, game programming and even Smartphone 
and ‘phone edition’ hardware discussions. 
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Handango 

www.handango.com 

For choice, value, special offers and the ‘GoPass’ 
loyalty scheme which delivers big money off 
coupons for your custom, you can’t beat Handango. 
Either search for a specific device or browse by OS 
— the available software is sorted by category and 
indexed by popularity or date added. O you can use 
the search facility to quickly locate specific software. 
If youre a window shopper you'll love Handango, 
just be prepared to spend many hours, as well as 
pounds filing both your shopping basket and your 
handheld device. If you dont want to deal in dollars 
then try www.handango.com/uk instead for VAT 
inclusive sterling prices. 


Palm247 


www.clieuk.co.uk 

Of the many handheld community sites online, 
only a few are worthy of special mention. PDA 
Today (www.maximumpda.com) gets one for its 
11 news categories, which include Linux handheld 
and Tablet PC feeds. Palm247 which is also known 
as PDA24/ but has the URL of clieuk.co.uk, reveals 
its long heritage through those names, especially 


Site of the month 


Symbian.com 

Wwww.symbian.com 

‘Platform wars’ invade all computing territories, 
including the handheld one. We're content to 
compare and contrast the websites. palmOne 
(www.palmone.com) is largely hardware-driven 
with an online shop, although there are firmware 
downloads and drivers as well. PocketPC (www. 
microsoft.com/windowsmobile/pocketpc/) is 
served better by Microsoft with news, downloads, 


forums and developer communities. But our 
favourite is Symbian.com with a beautifully simple 
navigation system. Take the ‘developer’ link for a 
huge archive of SDKs, system docs, technical 
papers and downloads; the ‘phones’ link for in- 
depth details of all handsets running the Symbian 
OS; or try the community news section for 
everything that’s happening in the Symbian world. 


If you know of an essential website, or are involved in a worthy contender 
for the title, then please let me know at waveysweb@ pcplus.co.uk 











Davey Winder 


waveysweb @ pcplus.co.uk 


Davey is an award-winning 
technology journalist and a 

founder member of the 
Internet Society of England [ 





the latter. The secret of its success is a community 
built of Sony Clie fanatics; the clan broadening to 
include all PalmOS devices, and beyond. Feeding 
news to the site owner, Palm24/ is always full of 
interesting, relevant and informative stories and 
opinions. The bias is obviously PalmOS devices, but 
not exclusively so. Oh, and click on the calendar top 
left for access to a huge archive of postings. 
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mobilePASSION 


www.pocketpcpassion.com 

mobilePASSION has not only been going strong for 
more years than we can recall, but it's getting 
stronger. Now taking the format of a blog this is 
one mans crusade to inform and educate. Dale 
Coffing, Microsoft MVP offers an eclectic mix of 
news, reviews, personal commentary and technical 
guides. You need to dig around in the archives to 
get the best of it, and theres no search facility to 
help, but we'll forgive him all that because theres 
no better source of informed, yet independent and 
personal opinion out 
there. The name 
change from 
PocketPC Passion 

to mobilePASSION 
indicates a 
broadening of 
content to cover 
smartphones 
amongst 

other devices. 
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